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It’s 4:30 PM and you’re on call tonight. 
Murphy’s Law kicks in and your phone rings…
first call at the local hospital. You call the next-
of-kin and determine what type of services the 
family wants for their loved one and you cover 
what they need to bring in, set a time to get 
together, and obtain permission to embalm, like 
you’ve done hundreds of times before. You hop 
into the van and make your way to the hospital 
for the removal and in the back of your head 
you’re calculating a mental time frame of how 
long the removal and embalming will take, to 
determine if you’re going to make it home in 
time for dinner. 

You’ve arrived at the hospital, reached the 
morgue with the security guard, and before 
transferring the deceased individual to your cot, 
you open the pouch and confirm identification 
on the toe tag or wrist tag. Quickly a red flag 
goes off in your head. The pigmentation of 
the deceased is a bit yellow so you might be 
dealing with a jaundice case. On your way back 
to the funeral home you’re brainstorming and 

trying to remember the proper procedures for 
embalming a jaundiced body because it’s been 
quite a while since you’ve had one come across 
your table. 

I worked for a busy funeral home in St. 
Paul, MN for over 20 years as a funeral director, 
and jaundice cases were a bit more common 
then, just based on the sheer call volume that 
we did each year. As a Catholic funeral home, 
many of our cases were still traditional. Today, 
as the Dodge Representative for Minnesota and 
eastern North Dakota, the two most frequent 
embalming questions I get from clients are, 
“How do I embalm a donor case properly?,” 
and, “How do I best embalm a jaundice case?” 
I encourage my clients to call me if they have 
questions. I’ve always felt that my position as 
their representative is to support them in any 
way I can. In this article I am going to share with 
you the ways I maximize my chances of properly 
preserving a jaundiced body while at the same 
time minimizing the chance of biliverdin 
(greenish pigmentation) appearing. 
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Green With Envy…Said No One Ever  
When Embalming a Jaundice Case

By Lincoln Plain

Edema is excess 
water in the 
tissue that can 
cause puffiness 
or a swollen 
appearance. 
Fortunately for 
us as embalmers, 
we have additive 
chemicals like 
Edemaco that 
will help draw 
out that excess 
water in the 
tissue during 
the embalming 
process.
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We all know that jaundice cases pose 
certain challenges to the embalmer. Many 
times the jaundice color or bilirubin (yellowish 
pigmentation) is mild and in other cases it is 
extreme and easy to detect. If you’re not sure 
that the deceased is jaundiced, there are a 
couple of ways you can confirm your suspicions. 
Bilirubin will be evident in the sclera (the white 
opaque part of the eyeball) and typically found 
in the nail beds of the fingers, assuming they 
aren’t already discolored from livor mortis. 
In very rare occasions, you may not be able to 
determine for sure, so always err on the side 
of caution and treat the cases as a jaundice 
embalming scenario. 

One of the things that seems to often go 
hand-in-hand with jaundice cases is edema. 
Edema is excess water in the tissue that can 
cause puffiness or a swollen appearance. We all 
learned in mortuary school that an easy way to 
detect edema is to make an impression in the 
skin with your finger or hand. If the impression 
stays, you’ve got edema present. Fortunately for 
us as embalmers, we have additive chemicals 
like Edemaco that will help draw out that 
excess water in the tissue during the embalming 
process. One of the things to be mindful of if 
you already have edema present is that you’re 
going to want to either greatly reduce the 
amount of water in your solution or eliminate 
it completely, and do a “waterless” or “no water 
added” embalming. You don’t want to amplify 
your problems by introducing more water into 
the body. Also, keep in mind that with edema 
present, you will have secondary dilution of the 
chemicals within the body because of the excess 
water already present requiring you to use more 
formaldehyde, or a stronger concentration, to 
properly preserve the deceased. 

As you are doing your pre-embalming 
analysis and determining your plan, part of that 
planning should be choosing the chemicals you 
will use to preserve the body. Jaundice cases 
have higher levels of ammonia present and there 
are some chemicals available that are less likely 
to react negatively to those heightened levels. 
Arterial chemicals like Jaundofiant Control and 
Jaundofiant Basic (use these products together 
ounce for ounce), Metasyn Normal, Metasyn 
Accelerated, and Freedom Art are all excellent 
options for embalming jaundiced bodies. As 
mentioned above, Jaundofiant Control and 
Jaundofiant Basic are designed to be used ounce 
for ounce. Jaundofiant Basic is the preservative 
(index 19.5) and Jaundofiant Control contains 
the dye and bleaching agents to maximize color 
and staining. It is up to the embalmer’s personal 
preference, but you can add additional dye by 
using Inr-Tone or Icterine Regular. As with the 

use of any active dye in a solution, it is vitally 
important to mix the solution thoroughly in 
your tank before injecting, so you eliminate 
the chance of areas of heavy concentration of 
dye in your solution, thus causing a blotchy 
appearance. 

After you have positioned the body, set 
the features, raised the vessels, and are ready 
to inject, I strongly recommend that you do 
a pre-injection flush of the arterial system 
using Proflow or Metaflow along with some 
Rectifiant, water, and ½ oz. of Icterine Regular, 
making about 1½ gallons of total solution. 
Rectifiant is important in the mixture because 
it conditions the water and makes the pH of 
the solution where it needs to be to maximize 
the embalming results. When creating the pre-
injection mixture, the embalmer will need 
to determine if using water in the solution is 
beneficial. If edema is present, a better option 
would be to use Rectifiant as a replacement. 
Even more important, the addition of Edemaco 
to the solution is needed. The purpose of the pre-
injection is to flush out as much of the ammonia 
and bile pigmentation present in the body as 
possible, reducing the risk of the potential 
color change from bilirubin to an even more 
undesirable biliverdin color. The pre-injection 
is a critical step in laying the foundation for 
successful embalming. 

With any embalming that I would consider 
out of the “norm,” and with the fact that you 
are going to want to closely monitor coloring 
changes on a jaundice case, I strongly suggest 
doing a restricted cervical injection. Raising 
both common carotids will give you control of 
how much solution is going up into the head. 

As you are preparing your solution, give 
some thought to what the best chemicals are to 
use on a jaundiced body. Arterial chemicals such 
as Jaundofiant Control and Jaundofiant Basic are 
specifically meant for jaundiced bodies and their 
chemical DNA is designed to maximize coloring 
and minimize the negative reaction with the 
ammonia, all while properly preserving the 
deceased. If you don’t have Jaundofiant, there 
are some other great options as well. As listed 
earlier, Metasyn Normal (20 index), Metasyn 
Accelerated (24 index), and Freedom Art (0 
index) are all viable options when embalming a 
jaundice case. 

When mixing your solution for arterial 
injection, I would suggest the following to 
make one gallon of solution (these are basic 
guidelines, so based on your specific case, you 
may need to adjust your mixture accordingly): 
16 oz. Proflow, 16 oz. Rectifiant, 16 oz. 
Jaundofiant Control, 16 oz. Jaundofiant Basic, 
16 oz. Edemaco (if edema is present) and  

As you are 
preparing your 
solution, give some 
thought to what 
the best chemicals 
are to use on a 
jaundiced body.



8 oz. Halt GX and water. Start the injection 
by injecting down the right common carotid. 
I’ve always been partial to high pressure with 
a low rate of flow, but I suggest you do what 
you feel most comfortable with. Because you 
are using a lower index chemical (Jaundofiant 
Basic has a 19.5 index), you will likely need 
to introduce a “kicker chemical” into your last 
gallon if you have the distention and coloring 
you want, but may not have achieved the tissue 
firming you desire. A great chemical to add 
would be Metasyn Accelerated. It will help you 
get additional tissue fixation which will make it 
easier to prepare the body for viewing later. 

If you do not have the Jaundofiant chemicals 
available to you in your preparation room, 
Metasyn Normal or Metasyn Accelerated can be 
used in their places in the previously mentioned 
mixture. One of the things that you will want 
to keep in mind is that the dye in Metasyn may 
not be sufficient to overcome severe jaundice, 
so you may want to add some Icterine Regular 
into your mixture to offset any potential green 
coloring. Freedom Art is a formaldehyde-
free arterial chemical that works beautifully 
on jaundice cases. There are two types of 
Freedom Art, one that has an active dye and 
one that does not. If you have available to you 
the one that doesn’t, you will need to add some 
Icterine to your mixture in order to get some 
coloring. Because Freedom Art does not contain 
formaldehyde (which makes it ideal for jaundice 
cases), there is no fixation of the tissues. Your 
embalming will solely be based on distention 
and color to determine where you are getting 
chemical to where you need it. Personally, I want 
some firming of the tissue to help make dressing 
and cosmetizing the deceased easier, so my 
recommendation would be to add some Metasyn 
into your solution, which will help achieve  
more firming. 

Once you have achieved proper preservation 
of the deceased and you are satisfied with your 
results, you will want to aspirate and inject 
cavity chemical. There are a couple of mindsets 
when it comes to when cavity treatment should 
take place. Some feel that it should be done 
right away, while others feel you should wait 
for a period of time to let the arterial solution 
continue to diffuse into tissue from the remaining 
vascular pressure present from the embalming 
process. Whichever train of thought you follow, 

when you get to the point of cavity injection, 
the choice of chemical you choose will make 
a difference. Lower index cavity chemical will 
reduce your chances of getting biliverdin. Some 
great options are: Spectrum (index 5), Freedom 
Cav (index 0), Mylofix (index 10.5) or SynCav 
(index 5). These cavity chemicals contain low 
levels of formaldehyde but high levels of drying 
agent. They will adequately preserve the viscera 
with a relatively low risk of getting biliverdin. If 
you’ve ever had a jaundice case where it appears 
after a day or so that you have greening from 
the abdomen creeping up into the neck area, 
chances are a cavity chemical with a higher index 
was used. Therefore, lower index chemicals are 
suggested. If the deceased is in poor condition, 
you may need to resort to a harder hitting cavity 
chemical like Dri Cav (index 21), Halt Cavity 
(index 21), Metafix (index 20.5), Permafix 
(index 22.5) or, as a last resort, PermaCav 
Fifty (index 50) to stabilize the deceased if 
things really aren’t going your way. These cavity 
chemicals should be used as a last resort, but at 
the end of the day, above all else you need to 
make sure the deceased is preserved adequately. 
Lack of proper preservation will open the 
door to all kinds of issues that will either make 
it much harder to prepare the deceased for 
viewing or, even worse, create an issue that will 
be immediately noticeable to the family. 

Jaundice cases have been troubling 
embalmers for generations. What technique and 
which chemicals to use have always been a bit of 
a guessing game. Some embalmers treat jaundice 
cases as normal and cosmetically treat and 
neutralize with heavy cosmetics any biliverdin 
they end up with, while others try and minimize 
the color changes by using chemicals specific to, 
or more suitable, for jaundice. The good news 
is that embalming chemicals have come a long 
way over the years and there are several good 
options for the embalmer to use to properly 
preserve the deceased while at the same time 
minimizing the biliverdin coloring. At the end 
of the day, we all want the last viewing for the 
families we serve to be the best it can possibly 
be. With time, patience, and some know how, 
we can achieve this goal and feel a lot more 
comfortable next time we are called to prepare 
a jaundice case at our funeral home. 
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Lincoln is the Dodge Representative for 
Minnesota and Eastern North Dakota. He is  
a licensed funeral director in Minnesota and  
stays active in the preparation room helping 
clients on a regular basis.

If you’ve ever had 
a jaundice case 
where it appears 
after a day or 
so that you have 
greening from the 
abdomen creeping 
up into the neck 
area, chances are 
a cavity chemical 
with a higher 
index was used. 
Therefore, lower 
index chemicals 
are suggested.
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“Methylene Blue (MB), the oldest synthetic substance 
in medicine (1876 synthesized by BASF) is such a 
promising candidate for an active treatment against 
SARS-CovV-2 infected people and for COVID-19 
patients.” (ClinicalTrials.gov, 2022) 

I was driving home from work recently and I 
received a frantic call from a friend and former 
customer about a body he had embalmed. 

“Bill, I don’t know what happened…I 
embalmed the body yesterday and everything 
seemed fine. When I went to the funeral home 
this afternoon, I noticed the body was turning 
green!!” 

Now usually when this occurs, it might 
be a case of misdiagnosed jaundice or general 
decomposition, so I asked him what his initial 
take was on the body’s condition.

He said, “I checked him for jaundice before 
but didn’t see anything. He embalmed perfectly 
fine and looked great when I left.” 

The decedent was a middle-aged male 
who was being treated for a minor procedure 
when things rapidly went downhill. The funeral 

director felt awful that he might have caused 
this discoloration, and I told him not to jump to 
any conclusions. 

The other issue was that this man’s services 
were being delayed for two weeks, and the 
funeral director was going to be away when 
they occurred, and guess who said he would 
“help” his friend in case any calls came in while 
he was away for the weekend? Yes, that was 
me. So, this case was going to fall to me one 
way or the other. At that point I asked him to 
send me some pictures and let me see what we 
were working with. 

When the photos came through, it was an 
obvious and quick case analysis. In the Winter 
2022 edition of the Dodge Magazine, two of 
my colleagues, Stephen Blevins and Autumn 
Cooper, had written about Methylene Blue 
(MB), which was being used as a treatment 
for COVID-19 and how we were seeing more 
cases popping up as this breakthrough treatment 
was gaining popularity. The basic premise was 
that the medical facility is using MB to help 
reoxygenate the patient’s blood. 

Don’t Get the  
Methylene Blues: Cosmetics

The decedent 
had blue patches 
on his skin that 
were light in 
nature, but not 
covering his 
entire body. This 
definitely wasn’t 
a jaundice case.

By Bill Werner
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Now the challenge for the embalmer is that, 
unless they are aware that this type of treatment 
took place, they will be caught off guard, and as 
the formaldehyde reacts with the MB, over time 
the decedent will turn blue. Not right away, but 
usually eight to twelve hours after embalming. 
In the article they discussed the origins of MB, 
its uses, and how to treat it if you know about 
it beforehand. They touched on cosmetic 
application, but only briefly, so as I studied the 
photos, and relayed the information back to the 
funeral director, I knew I was going to have a 
firsthand chance to learn about cosmetics and 
treating the MB case. 

The decedent had blue patches on his skin 
that were light in nature, but not covering his 
entire body. This definitely wasn’t a jaundice 
case. I asked the funeral director if the decedent 
had COVID and he didn’t think so but would 
reach out to the wife. Before we ended our call, 
I also asked him to verify with his spouse if he 
had ever been treated with MB. I sent him the 
article from the Dodge Magazine to read in the 
meantime, and reassured him we could fix this, 
and he proceeded to tell me this was a large 
family, and he expected a big turnout for the 
wake. The pressure was on. 

The next day he called me back. He 
confirmed with the decedent’s spouse that 
he had, in fact, been treated with MB the day 
before he died. At least now we knew exactly 
what we were dealing with. I went down to 
my colleague’s office and asked her what she 
thought and we formulated a plan. I then went 
looking for my old “Color and Cosmetics” book, 
and a color wheel, to become reacquainted with 
neutralizing the color blue. 

Now the fortunate thing with this case is 
that we had time on our side. I asked the funeral 
director if my colleague and I could stop by some 
day after work and do some experimenting 
with different cosmetic applications. My initial 
thoughts were to use cream cosmetics, maybe 
some Perma cosmetics, and 
definitely the airbrush system. 
I have had some limited 
experience using the airbrush 
on bruised hands, but had 
never done a complete case 
from start to finish. 

When we got to the 
funeral home, we immediately 
set to work on this case. He 
had gotten darker since I 
received the pictures a few 
days prior. He was perfectly 
embalmed though, and this 
would give us a good starting 
place. I wiped off the Kalon 

Cream that been placed over his face and set up 
my airbrush kit. 

My colleague started working on a patch on 
his left upper arm using cream cosmetics, using 
the traditional method of trying to counter-
stain the blue. It was working well but it was 
very time consuming. I used the airbrush on 
his hand using Kryolan Tan (either Kryolan 
or Dinair would suffice) and was immediately 
beginning to see results. The cosmetics were 
adhering to the hands and covering well without 
any counter-staining. I tried a few areas on the 
face, and it also seemed to work well. After 
about 45 minutes we decided to bring him into 
the main chapel to see what he would look like 
under “cosmetic lighting.” 

The first thing I noticed was the stained-
glass windows that surrounded the viewing 
area. I knew this would mean that natural light 
could affect the cosmetics so I would need to 
take that into account. Once we got him into 
the viewing area he looked great under the 
cosmetic lighting. We all let out a sigh of relief 
and, although it would take some work, it could 
be accomplished. 

So that was Tuesday. When I came back 
to the funeral home on Saturday afternoon to 
start my initial application of cosmetics, I was 
shocked at how much darker he had become. 
He was in the viewing room and was dressed 
and casketed, in a white shirt no less (which 
added to the challenge), but the funeral director 
had done an excellent job of placing plastic 
around the entire body, casket, overlay, etc. 

Since I had surveyed the layout of the funeral 
home beforehand, I came with my airbrush 
kit, an extension cord, and a small stepstool in 
case I had to stand above the decedent while 
cosmetizing to get coverage on the left side. 
For clarification this funeral home is only ten 
minutes from my house, so the amount of time 
I spent there was more than I would probably 
have had at any other location, and since no 

Since I had 
surveyed the 
layout of the 
funeral home 
beforehand, I 
came with my 
airbrush kit, 
an extension 
cord, and a 
small stepstool 
in case I had to 
stand above the 
decedent while 
cosmetizing to 
get coverage on 
the left side.

Hand AFTER AirbrushHand BEFORE Airbrush



other calls had yet come in that weekend, I took 
my time going about our work. 

I first wiped off all of the Kalon Cream on 
the decedent. I made sure I got it all off. Here 
I probably made a mistake which I will explain 
later. I then began prepping my airbrush colors. 
I would be using the Kryolan Tan for most of 
the coverage and adding a little Adult Color to 
cover the high cheeks, the bridge of nose, the 
chin, and the forehead. 

As I started layering in the cosmetics, I 
could see good coverage taking place, so I just 
kept going. Never having used the airbrush on 
the full face, I was surprised how well it was 
working. I applied two coats and was happy 
with the coverage. I adjusted the lighting to 
where I thought it should be and then began 
to work on the hands. The only real challenge 
when “painting” a body like this is that you 
need to look at the body from all angles, and 
when casketed that adds another dimension. I 
was glad I had my stool with me to view from 
different angles. 

Overall, the cosmetics adhered well except 
for a few portions on the face. They were 
fragile and if you touched them, the cosmetic 
would wipe off. At the time I thought it might 
be attributed to the delay in embalming and 
cosmetics. In time, I would learn that was not 
the case. 

I had spent about two hours at the funeral 
home and was happy with my first application. I 
wanted to let things dry and settle, so I decided 
I would come back at 1PM the next day, before 
the 4-6PM calling hours, for the final touch-ups. 

Thankfully no new calls had come in 
overnight, so I could fully focus on this task. 
He had held up well overnight, so I only had 
some minor touch-ups to attend to. I added 
some rouge to my airbrush cosmetics to give 
him some highlights. I thought I would be able 
to paint his lips with “natural brown” from 
the Dodge 8-in-1 Lip Kit (#031861), but the 
makeup was so fragile on the skin, I had to settle 
for just covering them with the airbrush. Due to 
the fragility of the makeup, I decided to spray 
the airbrush cosmetics with Ultra Setting Spray 
(#680215) and hope for the best. 

One of the more challenging aspects of 
the entire operation was the cleanup. This 

gentleman was in an oversized, cloth covered 
casket with a white interior and, as I mentioned 
earlier, he was wearing a white shirt! As I 
carefully cut and removed strips of plastic, I 
finally got to the point where I just had plastic 
around his head and neck. I had considered just 
pulling it out, but I was risking making a mess 
of all the work I had done as I wasn’t sure how 
much plastic wasn’t showing under the shirt. I 
opted to cut close to the collar and then gently 
tuck it in. This proved to be the best method 
and didn’t disturb the cosmetics too much. I 
breathed a sigh of relief, cleaned up my stuff, 
and called the funeral director with some 
specific instructions. 

“No kissing, hugging, or touching, other 
than on the clothing.” He agreed and said he 
would inform the family. I waited at home for 
a call around 3-3:30PM asking for me to come 
back, but it never came. Around 5PM I began 
to relax and thought “we” made it through the 
visiting hours and funeral. 

One of the things that still bothered me 
about this case was the lack of adherence to 
the skin and the overall fragility of the case 
once cosmetized. I racked my brain for a few 
days and spoke to some colleagues and then 
it donned on me. I had merely wiped off the 
Kalon Cream and didn’t prepare a good base. In 
an average case, if we are using cream or liquid 
cosmetics, you don’t have to be as thorough, 
but these cases require more than that. 

I have since learned by experimenting that 
the application of airbrush cosmetics works best 
when, after you remove the Kalon Massage 
Cream, you then prep the area with Dry Wash 
II or a similar product, and THEN apply your 
airbrush cosmetics. I am not sure if that would 
have helped in this case, and I would have liked 
to go back and get a redo…. but as we know in 
funeral service, you only get one chance to get 
it right. 

So that was my first time cosmetizing an 
entirely blue body with airbrush cosmetics and 
it helped boost my confidence. I recently had a 
completely jaundiced body with a white beard, 
and the results were much better. 

Whether it be a COVID-19 case or another 
type of severe medical condition, Methylene 
Blue is being used more and more often and if 
we do not know about it before embalming, 
we need to be prepared to handle it after 
embalming, and have the correct items available 
to handle it. If I can give you any advice it is to 
not be afraid to try airbrushing. It is a great skill 
to have. Just make sure you have a clean base to 
start with, remember cosmetic lighting is your 
friend, and don’t be afraid to practice a little 
before starting. 
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I have since 
learned by 
experimenting 
that the 
application 
of airbrush 
cosmetics works 
best when, after 
you remove the 
Kalon Massage 
Cream, you then 
prep the area 
with Dry Wash 
II or a similar 
product, and 
THEN apply 
your airbrush 
cosmetics.

Bill is the Assistant Sales Manager/Director of 
Technical Resources for the Dodge Company 
and continues to cover the state of RI as 
sales representative. He has been a licensed 
funeral director and embalmer for over  
20 years, and is a retired Colonel from the  
U.S. Army Reserves.
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The Value of 
Embalming

By Bill Sampson

The value of embalming has been described 
as, “The ability to provide a family with a 
meaningful presentation and experience of 
grieving. It further provides the survivors with 
the confirmation of death and acknowledgement 
that a meaningful and purposeful life has been 
lived.” 

But the value of embalming must not be 
mistaken as the cost of chemicals, products, 
and the time necessary to restore the dignity of, 
and respect due, the deceased. Today our skills 
are challenged more than ever when it comes 
to embalming. Those challenges are caused by 
the global pandemic, patients living a lot longer, 
and diseases that cause severe atrophy of the 
body and loss of identity, such as cancer and 
Alzheimer’s, just to name two. Each of those can 
cause mild to severe embalming challenges, but 
approached with a balance of skill, passion, the 
proper application of chemicals, and a thorough 
pre-embalming analysis, we can achieve more 
than satisfactory results. 

Two key points are understanding the 
chemicals the embalmer is applying and taking 
advantage of pressure and rates of flow. If those 
two factors are handled well, the rest will all 
come together. In fact, my mentor demanded 
that I understand these key points. When I 
started as a sales representative with Dodge 
Canada serving Atlantic Canada, it became my 
passion and one that would allow me to become 
a resource to our noble profession. 

My dad accompanied me on several trips 
as he loved going to Newfoundland because 

he grew up on islands just off Newfoundland’s 
coast, St. Pierre et Miquelon, and, in the 1930’s 
when he grew up there, they had a population of 
just over 3,000. There was no funeral director 
on the islands, death was simply overseen by a 
select group of people in the community, which 
meant no embalming. 

Once as we were driving, dad shared a 
story with me that would truly impact my belief 
in the “Value of Embalming.” He told me when 
he was a small boy his mother died giving birth 
to his younger sibling and, having no funeral 
director, my grandfather went down to see the 
local carpenter to ask if they would stop making 
fish boxes and instead build a coffin for my 
grandmother. My father remembered holding 
his father’s hand and walking up to a wooden 
coffin which was on two sawhorses and seeing 
his Mom laying on straw with no pillow or soft 
material like we see today. He remembered 
vividly her wearing a blue dress and I said to 
him, “It must have been upsetting to see her in 
a wooden coffin lying on straw?” To which he 
replied, “Bill, you missed it! It’s not the casket, 
it’s what’s in the casket that counts.” That 
very minute my dad taught me the “Value of 
Embalming.” 

It made me reflect on my days working 
at the funeral home. For years I had walked 
families down a long hallway to the parlor 
where their loved one was resting and I had seen 
their pain. On January 28, 2020, I walked that 
very hallway and felt the pain. 

On January 26, 2020 my Dad passed away 
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at the age of 94, from lung cancer. The disease 
took its toll on his body. Although he was sick 
for a very short time, Dad’s body suffered from 
this awful disease. But two days later, to see my 
father given back his dignity and identity, all 
because the funeral director, my mentor, took 
the time to understand chemical application 
and rates of flow/pressure, and had the passion 
to serve, showed all my family the “Value of 
Embalming” and set the platform on which all 
of us could grieve our loss. 

So, when I think back on this story, it 
becomes my motivation that there is no body 
in our care that is the same as another one 
or requires the same chemical solution. But 
whenever I’m called upon for trade assistance, I 
always recommend a solution made up of three 
bottles of Rectifiant, three of Proflow, one of 
Restorative (if there is no edema present), and 
one of the arterial of choice, based on the case at 
hand, and then topping the embalming machine 
reservoir with warm water to make a two-
gallon mixture. I refer to this as my “standard 
solution,” and it is due to so many intrinsic and 
extrinsic factors that make embalming more of 
a challenge today, as well as the chlorine that 
is added to the public water supply which can 
interfere with the formaldehyde molecule. 

The reason for the higher levels of 
co-injection chemicals is because of their 
molecular workings. Restorative controls 
dehydration by moisturizing from within and 
it also stimulates drainage. As an example, a 
dehydrated vessel is like a kinked garden hose 
and will restrict the free flow of your chemical 
solution through the vessel. Adding Restorative 
to the arterial solution will re-hydrate the 
vessels, allowing them to open and allowing 
the chemical to reach the tissues, much like 
unkinking a hose. But Restorative has a surface 
application advantage as well, and when applied 
on Webril and placed on intubation lines on 
the cheeks, it will rehydrate the dermis and 
epidermis, literally making the lines disappear. 
If applied to dehydrated lips, it will also give 
excellent results. 

Rectifiant conditions and corrects tap 
water, steps up the working power of arterial 
chemicals, stabilizes pH values, removes fibrin 
from clotted blood, and softens and helps 
remove vascular blocks. Proflow, which is 
Dodge’s newest co/pre injection chemical, 
is compatible with all of our arterials and has 

revolutionized chemical application in the 
prep room. Proflow conditions arteries and 
increases the lubrication and pliability of the 
vessels, resulting in superior and uniform color 
distribution. We know color within the tissue 
looks much more natural than anything applied 
on the surface. Proflow gives superior results 
on cases where atrophy has occurred, as well 
as delivering excellent results on medicated 
cases, whether they are prescribed or drugs of 
addiction. Another great point on Proflow is 
that it is very pH resistant. 

These are just a few of the important points 
on the Dodge chemical line that are beneficial to 
know because they help us to achieve the highest 
quality results. I was told by a skilled embalmer 
one time that we have a responsibility to know 
our chemicals just like a Doctor knows his drugs 
and, if not, we write a prescription for failure. 
It’s just that simple. Taking the time to embrace 
continuing education, whether it be online 
learning, attending a Dodge Seminar, or reading 
the Dodge Magazine. They all give us knowledge 
and the great gratification of knowing we have 
contributed to serving our families and our 
profession, as well as ourselves. 

I can personally attest to the importance 
of great mentorship, prep room experience, 
and the willingness to constantly take every 
opportunity to take educational credits. When 
I was traveling my territory where I grew up, 
I was taking a break and went to a local coffee 
shop and there was a couple who would look 
over at me, then share a conversation with one 
another, and again look over. After a while they 
both came over and asked if I used to work at 
the funeral home up the road. I replied, “Yes.” 
They said to me, “You buried our three-year-
old daughter. She would have been 15 years 
old today.” We exchanged conversation and 
they moved on. It hit me in the heart just how 
impactful we funeral directors and embalmers 
are in the lives of the families we serve. I should 
have remembered them because their lives 
were turned upside down with their huge loss, 
yet they remembered me, which made me feel 
humbled and honored. 

So the value of embalming can be technical 
to us but the human aspect is all about the 
families we serve and being honored they trusted 
us to look after their loved one and to give them 
back their dignity and identity. So let’s continue 
to invest in education, attend seminars, and to 
share with one another our passion for funeral 
service. I have been proudly representing 
Dodge in Atlantic Canada for 20 years and I’m 
using this article to introduce myself and I look 
forward to writing future articles.
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Bill is a licensed Embalmer and is the Dodge 
Representative in Atlantic Canada. Bill has 
presented at the Dodge Technical Seminars as 
well as presented programs across Canada.
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How many times have we heard the statement, 
“Embalming is denying death!”? It is one 
of the most frequent claims I hear when 
providing training seminars. This claim is often 
followed by others like, “It’s barbaric!,” or, “It’s 
unnatural!,” and my favorite, “It’s poisoning 
the environment!.” You don’t have to do much 
searching online for negative and biased 
reporting on embalming, and there is also a 
number of fairly damning videos on YouTube. 
Worse still are some of the “demonstrations” 
which are a long way away from the embalming 
that we, as funeral service professionals, 
practice. With this in mind, we must ask 
ourselves why embalming gets such bad press? 

Arterial embalming has come a long way 
from its humble beginnings and has become a 
valuable tool in dealing with deceased human 
remains. Anatomists were able to prepare and 
keep anatomical cadavers for much longer, 
furthering their study and investigation of the 
human body. The deceased were able to be 
repatriated from the place of death to other 
regions within a country, or even overseas, in a 
dignified and hygienic manner. Funeral services 
could be delayed, allowing for travel and, more 
importantly, allowing more time for families to 
gather. Funeral directors did not need elaborate 
cooling coffins or a large supply of dry ice to 
stave off decomposition. Embalming allowed 
funerals to change and develop, to focus not 
only on the deceased but also the bereaved. 
As professionals, we could offer and provide 
many more services and funerals could be more 
genteel and even…pleasant and valuable! 

In a recent conversation with a friend 
and colleague about decomposed cases, I was 
asked about the preparation of extreme cases 

and was viewing still possible in such cases. I 
answered that there was a lot that could be done 
and that I have achieved successful and positive 
viewings with severely decomposed cases. The 
conversation continued and my friend told me 
of a badly decomposed case that they had been 
unable to treat. Contained in multiple body 
pouches and wrapped up within the coffin, the 
odor from the case was still so bad that, at the 
funeral, the coffin remained inside the hearse 
with the tailgate open, while the mourners took 
their seats in the service chapel. 

This was surely a bad day for funeral service 
and I wonder how many of the mourners at the 
service questioned the ability of the funeral 
director to handle such cases. We talked more 
and I reviewed how the case could have been 
treated, not to enable viewing as such, but to 
manage and contain any odors and ensure a 
better experience for all concerned. As a result, 
he has now ordered some additional products 
and has a plan in place. The point to this is that 
the application of certain embalming products 
would have prevented this situation from 
occurring. 

Returning to the opening sentence of this 
article, “Embalming is denying death,” as a 
funeral director and embalmer of many years 
now, I must challenge this! I am going to state 
here and now that while I wholeheartedly 
believe in and promote embalming, I will not 
use it for every single case in my care. I will 
always attend to the deceased and provide 
a minimum level of care to every deceased 
person in my charge, however, that may not 
include embalming. The deceased will be 
removed from their wrappings, disinfected and 
bathed, the facial features will be set, the hair 
cleaned, dried, and brushed into a tidy style, 

We Are Not Denying Death! 
Ben Whitworth, CFSP, Dip FD, LMBIFD, MBIE, MEAE, MNZEA 
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and the fingernails will be cleaned and clipped 
if needed. I may go as far as to remove any nail 
polish residue if it is chipped or damaged. The 
deceased will then be dressed in a basic shroud 
and may be placed into a clean body pouch, 
if required. With this completed, the body 
may then be placed into a coffin, casket, or 
cremation container. This process allows for the 
full checking of any jewelry or personal effects 
that may be with the deceased. Any implants 
such as pacemakers or defibrillators may be 
observed and any problematic conditions, such 
as skin slip, blisters, ulcers, or other potential 
areas of leakage or odor may be attended to. 

With this complete, the deceased may then 
be kept in a clean and dignified manner until 
final disposition takes place. If at the last minute 
there is a request for a private viewing for 
personal or ID reasons, it can usually be allowed 
as basic care will have been performed. Imagine 
having to open a coffin, casket, or cremation 
container at the last minute, in front of people, 
to check something or recover some item. It 
may not be the immediate family in front of 
you, but others that may need to be there are 
all opinion formers. What opinion would they 
form of a company where a deceased human 
body has just been placed in a receptacle with 
no attention, left in soiled sheets or wrappings, 
and in an unsanitary condition? 

We must examine the purpose of 
viewing the deceased human body and what 
impact it can have on the bereaved. Seeing 
the dead human body allows the bereaved an 
opportunity to confront and acknowledge that 
a death has occurred. It may also remove some 
of the unpleasantness of a final memory when a 
loved one has died suddenly, suffered a long and 
protracted final illness, or when there has been 
significant trauma involved. 

Prior to his death, my maternal grandfather 
who we referred to as Gramfy, had been a 
larger-than-life man, not only in character, 
but in stature. With a barrel chest, jowly neck, 
and large hands he was instantly recognizable. 
Throughout his final illness he lost a 
considerable amount of weight. His neck and 
jowls diminished and his face became thinner. 
His hands, although large, became thinner and 
finer and his belly reduced. The night that he 
died, my mother and aunt saw him and the next 
day when we as a family met to discuss funeral 
arrangements and make plans, this came up in 
conversation. It was not him and all my mother 
and aunt could talk about was his loss of stature 
and how his mouth was gaping open. Would he 
still look like that and should anybody else see 
him in this way? 

I asked for some time and said that I would 

let them know when I had finished embalming 
him, and that when he was dressed and in 
his coffin, they might like to see him again. I 
promised I would do everything I could and 
that I was sure his appearance would be much 
improved. Creating a good mouth closure 
using the needle injector and using some Inr-
Seel with the Heavy Compound Injector, I was 
able to restore the natural shape and contours 
of his mouth. Mixing an arterial solution that 
contained Plasdopake and a generous amount 
of Restorative as well as Proflow and Rectifiant, 
his face, neck, and hands filled out and plumped 
nicely and his jowly neck appeared. A little 
Feature Builder injected around the eyes and the 
temporal region give him a peaceful and natural 
look, not quite as before his final illness, but so 
much better than his last month! My mother 
and aunt viewed the following day and they 
were so grateful they were able to spend time 
with him in a safe and comforting environment  
and say those things that would otherwise have  
been unsaid. 

Gramfy’s funeral was due to take place 
six weeks after the embalming and final 
preparations were completed and this was 
during a relatively hot summer. There was 
great comfort in the fact that he would spend 
this time resting in the viewing room and not 
be returned to a fridge or cold room. Initially 
many of the other family members had decided 
against seeing him, but as these things sometimes 
work out, the night before his funeral service, 
my grandmother, uncles, siblings, and cousins 
decided they wished to see him. Their relief was 
palpable and after spending an hour or so at the 
funeral home, everyone was glad of that last 
opportunity and a pleasant memory. 

The point to this is that there was a need to 
view. My family needed to confront the death of 
a deeply loved patriarch, in a safe and beneficial 
way. Embalming allowed that opportunity and 
ensured that no last-minute change of heart 
would cause any problems. From my own point 
of view, there was a wonderful catharsis in the 
whole process. While I could only look on and 
visit during his final illness, after his death I was 
able to provide suitable and gentle care and 
restore his dignity with the application of our 
craft. Without embalming, his mouth wouldn’t 
have closed in a satisfactory way, his stature 
would not have been reinstated, and we most 
certainly would not have been able to see him 
in a good condition six weeks later. Embalming  
him was not about denying his death, but allowing  
us as a family to confront his death in a safe and  
positive way. 

When death has been sudden, due to a 
traumatic incident, or been undiscovered for 
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some time, there is more often than not a desire 
to see the deceased person. Embalming is a tool 
that allows us to facilitate this desire in most 
cases. As practitioners, if we challenge ourselves 
and continue to develop and improve our skills, 
we are able to deal with almost all situations and 
achieve a positive outcome. These outcomes 
allow the confrontation of death in as safe, 
beneficial, and, let us not forget, hygienically 
a way as possible! An embalmed deceased body 
can look as if it is just asleep and some will 
question this and its value, but let us explore 
this a little further. Would a sleeping person 
be resting in a coffin or casket and placed into 
a viewing room or chapel in a funeral home? 
These subtle points help us further accept the 
subconscious realization that the death has 
occurred. As a former tutor and mentor of 
mine would say, “You don’t put a living person 
in a coffin!” 

The continuing Covid-19 pandemic has 
increased the desire of the bereaved to see 
the deceased in a positive and safe way. At the 
height of the pandemic, sick loved ones were 
alone in hospitals and other care facilities and 
relatives were prevented from visiting to reduce 
the spread of the virus. Families may not have 
seen a loved one for weeks and then death 
occurred. The deceased may not have received 
the ‘normal’ level of personal care during this 
time and could be in a fairly poor condition. 
Further, there was a perceived risk of infection 
from Covid-19 positive deceased human bodies. 
For those who decided to embalm, it was an 
effective way of dealing with these cases. An 
acceptable pre-mortem appearance could be 
created, the risk of infection was negated, and 
families could confront death and say goodbye. 
We could provide a level of care that was 
unavailable during the final illness. 

 From a more technical point of view, 
embalming provided a highly effective way 
of managing deceased human bodies as we 
experienced longer and longer delays for 
cemetery and crematory availability. At one 
point the funeral home where I help out and 
embalm from time to time, had an eight week 
wait for crematory slots and 40 deceased 
people in their care. Embalming allowed all of 
these cases to be safely and effectively managed 

and not to have to resort to hiring temporary 
refrigerated storage. Not that this was readily 
available at the time, anyway. This also allowed 
families time to come together for funeral 
services as some family members may have been 
sick themselves or in periods of self-isolation. 

If we look back through the history of 
mankind, there has always been a need to see the 
deceased human body and have the body present 
during some form of service. Approaches to this 
have changed over the centuries but there is still 
a need and embalming allows us to facilitate this 
better than just about any other option. 

When we talk about denying death, let us 
examine how our language and terminology 
has had an impact on denial. We might ask 
ourselves, do people die anymore, or do they 
expire? If we look at the vintage comedy 
of Monty Python and the famous Dead Parrot 
Sketch, we are given a summary of some the 
euphemisms for death, where the late parrot 
has “passed away, is no more, ceased to be, 
gone to meet his maker, kicked the bucket, 
shuffled off his mortal coil, run down the 
curtain, and joined the choir invisible,” among 
other phrases. While some of these may seem 
a little outrageous, the point remains valid. 
We are not confronting death, even with  
our language! 

We in our own profession have done the 
same. Do we still use a hearse, or is it a funeral 
coach or ceremonial vehicle? While the deceased 
awaits attention and preparation, do they rest in 
a mortuary or morgue or is it a care center? I 
know of facilities where deceased persons who 
are prepared and coffined or casketed wait in 
“departure lounges.” Are funerals still funerals, 
or are they “memorial services,” “celebrations 
of life,” “end of life event,” or, “solemnities”? 
Do funeral homes remain as such or do they 
in turn become something else? How long 
before our establishments become “bureaus of 
funerals,” or “businesses that provides interment  
or cremation”? 

For me, providing the opportunity to see 
a deceased loved one is the cornerstone of our 
profession. We are charged with the custody 
and safekeeping of the deceased and, in doing 
this, we fulfill part of our obligation to the 
bereaved. We help them to confront death in a 
safe, peaceful, and positive way. The language 
and terminologies that we employ may need 
some thought and potentially some revision, 
but by being thorough in our work, establishing 
the needs and expectations of the bereaved, and 
embalming to the highest possible standards, 
we confront death, not deny it. This surely is in 
everyone’s best interest. Is it not?
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Embalmers and writes for several professional
journals across the world.
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continued on page 20

As funeral professionals we are in a position 
to see exactly how the work we do benefits 
people. Paradoxically, we are also the people 
upon whom those who do not see the benefits 
unleash their negative opinions. It is a rare 
funeral director indeed who has not been told 
how their profession is a rip-off, or, sometimes, 
a variation of the idea that, “I don’t want a 
funeral, just burn me.” Or even less poetically, 
as one old and rather “olde skool” country 
gentlemen told me, “Just chuck me in a ditch.” 

These positions tend to emanate from 
those who see the cost of funerals, which is a 
definite reality, without any consideration of 
the value of them, which is a more intangible 
concept. I have noticed that most individuals 
who express the above sentiments still turn 
up to pay respects at the funerals of those 
they knew who have passed, sometimes even 
as part of the service, serving as speakers or 
pallbearers. Likewise, few individuals denounce 
the returning of the bodies of fallen servicemen 
and women, or think that commemorations 
of the dead such as Memorial Day, should 
be abolished. Yet this disconnect of thought, 
between the inevitable cost of looking after the 
deceased and the far greater value it brings to 
the living, is an oddly widespread phenomenon. 
I thought in this article to examine this further 
via reexamination of a very specific event with 
which most everyone would be familiar: the 
sinking of the Titanic. 

On her maiden voyage the RMS Titanic 

sank in the North Atlantic after striking an 
iceberg on April 15, 1912, resulting in the 
deaths of over 1,500 passengers and crew. 
This article is not intended to cover the events 
exhaustively - there are any number of books 
or documentaries available to the interested 
reader - but rather to focus on aspects of the 
recovery of human remains, viewing it via the 
lens of modern experience in mass disasters 
and focusing on the idea of cost and value. 

As is almost always the case, by the nature 
of the circumstances of sudden mass fatalities, 
the initial effort to recover remains was largely 
undertaken (pun unintended) by amateurs. 
The key qualification here was the important 
virtue of immediate availability. In this case, 
the owners of the Titanic, White Star Line, 
chartered the CS Mackay-Bennett from Halifax 
in Canada as a recovery vessel. Captained by 
Frederick H. Lardner, she was a cable laying 
and repair ship, and was swiftly outfitted with 
as much embalming chemical, according to 
published account the entire supply present 
in the city, coffins, ice, and metal as could be 
managed, before setting out with John R. Snow, 
Jr. aboard as chief embalmer. 

Oddly enough, in a magazine devoted 
to embalming, I am not telling John’s story, 
which I suspect is better known to some 
readers than I could do justice to relate. After 
all Snow & Company, Undertakers, now the 
J.A. Snow Funeral Home, is still operating, 
albeit under different owners. However, for 

Cost and Value:  
The Titanic, and the  
Disaster in Small Details

By Duncan Norris
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the professionally curious, the embalming was 
quite possibly done on deck, apparently with a 
coffin used as a mortuary table, to judge from a 
contemporary photograph of the process from 
another impressed recovery ship, the SS Mina, 
which recovered 17 victims from the water. The 
resemblance to the process as pictured in the 
famous Civil War photograph by Mathew Brady 
of a post-battlefield embalming is distinct. 

Also of professional interest is that there 
are multiple later references to re-embalming 
bodies after their arrival back in Halifax. Your 
author suspects this was due to the parameters 
of time pressures, limited embalming chemical, 
and an eye toward technical legalities. Canadian 
regulations apparently required that all bodies 
to be brought ashore were embalmed. Does 
one thus embalm 70 bodies, the number of 
bodies the captain stated they had a supply 
of embalming chemical for, with a sufficient 
solution, or more bodies with a lesser amount of 
solution? This may have dictated a parsimonious 
course of embalming treatment on scene, 
knowing that a temporary preservation could 
be upgraded when greater time, facilities, and 
product allowed. 

Strange as it might seem to us now, prior 
to the Titanic sinking, such a swift recovery 
effort of the dead was not a standard practice 
in maritime disasters. Obviously such efforts 
were always made, especially when an event 
was close enough to land that bodies would be 
brought ashore with the tide, but the limits of 
technology had meant, when a ship was lost 
at sea, there would often be both an extended 
time until the fact was even discovered and 
the location of the sinking was known only 
by estimates based upon shipping routes. 
Mass body recovery in such circumstances 
was haphazard and mostly dictated by chance 
discovery. 

With the increasingly widespread use of 
commercial radio communication beginning 
in about 1900 - the Wireless Ship Act of 1910 
required all ocean-going vessels leaving a U.S. 
port to have radio equipment aboard - the 
parameters had changed. Showing the different 
perceptions of the time, when the Carpathia 
rescued Titanic survivors from a lifeboat in 
the immediate aftermath of the sinking, three 
bodies of those who had already perished 
and the lifeboat itself were left to float away. 
Incidentally it was found again a month later 
and over 300 kilometers away by the Oceanic. 

It is another interesting paradox 
concerning such a well-known event that 
in the various sources there are frequently 
small discrepancies in details, especially as 
concerns numbers. As this article is not trying 

to be the authoritative account of the events, 
I shall not claim that the numbers I cite  
are absolutes. However, there is a number, the  
most important number for our examination,  
and it is indisputable. 

One. 
This is the number of bodies of very young 

children recovered by the Mackay-Bennett. 
Overall there were few children’s bodies 
recovered, a combination of many factors, 
but the happiest, if such a word can be applied 
in such grim circumstance, would be the 
adherence to the longstanding maritime policy 
of “women and children first” in case of sinking, 
which gave them a far greater rate of survival. 
This recovery of a child’s body was a doubly 
poignant event for it came on Day 1 of the 
recovery effort. In fact, this little boy, dressed 
in a grey coat trimmed with fur at the cuffs 
and collar over a number of other layers for 
warmth, bespeaking the care of a loved child 
and still wearing his brown, button-over shoes, 
was the fourth body found. This happenstance, 
or perhaps act of providence, in recovering his 
body so early was to have deep consequences. 

Even his actual recovery seemed tinged 
with import and dark melancholy. The 
embalmer John Snow Jr. reported, “The boy 
came floating towards us with a little upturned 
face,” and it was reported retrieving him from 
the icy waters brought “tears to the eye” of the 
recovery crewmen. 

The magnitude of the task for the Mackay-
Bennett’s crew was, I suspect, far greater than 
they had considered. It was both physically 
difficult and emotionally draining work, 
rowing small boats in sometimes rough seas and 
fog, surrounded by icebergs - one can image 
how such a sight seemed to the men in the 
circumstances - and a sea of debris and bodies 
which looked “like a flock of seagulls” floating 
in their white life jackets, sometimes piling as 
many as eight bodies in their little rowboats 
before heading back to the Mackay-Bennett. 

Remember these were ordinary sailors 
with, at best, perhaps a little previous 
experience dealing with the loss of life 
at sea or in any other, more accustomed 
death situation, and no professional funeral 
familiarity or proficiency. Having personally 
seen the sometimes traumatized reactions of 
even experienced funeral professionals in the 
unprecedented circumstances of a mass fatality 
event, I cannot easily imagine the thoughts and 
feeling of the cable-laying crew upon whose 
shoulders the grim work had fallen. 

April 23 saw them recover 128 bodies in a 
single day, all but one of them male. Ultimately 
this crew would recover over 300 bodies from 

continued from page 17
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The local coroner 
ordered that 
the clothing of 
the deceased 
ultimately be 
destroyed, to 
prevent it being 
targeted by those 
seeking morbid 
souvenirs.

the water, of some 337 in total. This body of the 
unknown boy, around two years of age, began to 
have a special import to the sailors who found 
him, a combination, I suspect, of humanity’s 
natural affection toward children and the boy 
assuming somewhat of a tangible totemic aspect 
in the midst of the horror of the task. These 
were probably major contributing factors as to 
why this body was not later dumped overboard 
with numerous others. 

The aforementioned phrase, “dumped 
overboard,” is, of course, deliberately 
provocative. It refers back to the ideas of those 
who see no value in the funeral, in the ritual 
of goodbye, in the dignity in treating the body 
with respect, who believe that the body is just 
something to be unceremoniously disposed of. 

But in that inflammatory phrasing lies a 
dark kernel of truth. There was not a sufficient 
quality of embalming fluid on board to preserve 
all of the deceased who were recovered, nor was 
there an adequate stock of ice as a secondary 
measure. The twelve tons of metal loaded 
aboard the Mackay-Bennett had been supplied by 
knowing, experienced, and grimly pragmatic 
men. The decision was made that some bodies 
were to be returned to the deep and consigned 
to burial at sea, and such metal was needed 
to weigh down the dead and carry them to a 
secure rest in the bosom of the ocean. 

Captain Lardner later stated that he made 
the decision to bury so many of those who 
were the Titanic’s crew as it was a fitting, 
and not entirely unexpected, end for a sailor. 
Particularly injured or unsightly persons were 
also decided upon as candidates for sea-burial, 
given the triage nature of the event. Captain 
Lardner’s exact words were “too mutilated to 
bring to shore.” 

All of this is undoubtedly true, but, as ever, 
there were other considerations at play. When 
it swiftly became apparent upon arrival at the 
location coordinates that the number of deceased 
to be recovered were greater than storage 
and preservation were available, an economic 
calculus was applied. Those who by their dress 
appeared to be the richer first-class passengers 
were kept aboard, while those whose clothing 
and items indicated less wealth were more 
commonly buried at sea. Such a burial occurred 
with the ship’s bell and was accompanied by 
psalms and a prayer by the Reverend Canon 
Cameron Hind, who was aboard ship for 
exactly such ministrations. The bodies were 
sent to the depths three at a time, in various 
large batches. Only a single first-class passenger  
is known to have this method as their final 
disposition, Edwin Herbert Keeping, who was 
himself the valet of another first-class passenger, 

George Dutton Widener. 
This burial at sea was regardless of 

identification. John Jacob Astor IV, #124 
was identified on board and kept for return 
for eventual burial, while many persons still 
unidentified were consigned to the depths. 
Even today, with the distance of a century, such 
terse reports make poignant reading; “#63 
Female Unidentified. Age 22. Had purse with 
miniature photo of a young man and a photo 
locket. No other aid to identification. Buried 
at sea.” In Astor’s case, being one of the world’s 
richest men at the time of his death and with 
his family literally dictating all telegraph 
and telephone news of recovery of the dead 
be directed to their house immediately, the 
obviousness of the requirement of holding his 
body in care is patent, and illustrates only a 
magnified version of the financial justification 
to such actions, outside of the very human want 
to have the body of one’s lost loved one. 

Overall, the rationale behind the choices 
made aboard the Mackay-Bennett was simple, if 
mercenary. Rich people, a first-class ticket on 
the Titanic cost over $100,000 in today’s money, 
were more likely to have life insurance, which 
required proof of death, would have more 
complicated estates needing swift settling, and 
would be abler to pay the costs associated with 
identification and of shipping a body home for 
a funeral. Captain Lardner was also specifically 
said to have cited potential litigation as a factor 
in which bodies were returned to land. The 
source for this quote is questionable, but the 
sentiment is likely to have been valid, even if it 
wasn’t openly spoken. 

This treatment of the dead based upon 
perception of wealth was distinct. First-
class passengers were given the coffins, those 
second-class or below wrapped in canvas and, 
allegedly, the excess numbers “lay uncovered in 
long rows, a heterogeneous mass of arms and 
legs and heads,” though again the source for 
this last quote is a dubious one. Nor was this 
difference in treatment of the deceased kept 
hidden. Reverend Canon Hind characterized 
the burials at sea as a kindness, to spare the 
poorest families from the burdensome cost of 
a funeral. The young boy, #4, dressed in his 
nice but not opulent clothing and shoes, was 
considered to likely be a third-class passenger. 
This might have been a sign for burial at sea, but 
the age-old understanding, so familiar to us in 
the funeral profession but universal in its scope, 
that the death of children is different, prevailed, 
and the proprietary aspect the crew had taken 
towards him meant that the small body of Boy 
#4 was retained aboard for return to land. 

All of the recovered bodies that were kept 
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were eventually brought by the Mackay-Bennett 
to Halifax and were kept on the ice at the 
Mayflower Curling Club, subtly emphasizing 
that the embalming done aboard ship was to a 
different standard as discussed earlier, awaiting 
identification and release for a funeral. The 
local coroner John Henry Barnstead, whose 
overall work, it should be said, was excellent, 
and whose ideas are still in line with the 
foundational principles used in mass disaster 
identification, ordered that the clothing of 
the deceased ultimately be destroyed, to 
prevent it being targeted by those seeking 
morbid souvenirs. Although this obviously 
creates issues of it own, Barnstead showed 
great foresight. Titanic items continue to 
garner incredibly high prices when they come 
to auction, including intrinsically worthless 
item such as a 100-year-old commercially- 
made biscuit. 

Showing again the universal understanding 
that the death of a child is a different sort of 
tragedy, one of the police officers involved 
in the destruction of the clothing, Sergeant 
Clarence Northover, was unable to consign 
such a precious and mournful item as an 
unknown and seemingly abandoned dead 
child’s shoes to the flames, and he, shall we say, 
liberated them. There was no mercenary, venal, 
or dark motive behind his actions. The shoes 
merely sat in a drawer in the police station, 
until Northover’s retirement. At that point they 
were brought home with him, and the shoes 
were eventually donated by his grandson to the 
local Maritime Museum of the Atlantic, which 
hosts a permanent Titanic exhibit. 

Ultimately all of the bodies which were 
recovered, and not sent to destinations paid for 
by relatives, were buried in individual graves 
in local Halifax cemeteries. The vast majority 
were interred in Fairview Lawn Cemetery, 
which had the positive factors of being 
both easily accommodating in size and non-
denominational. Yet despite the huge efforts 
made by all involved, a significant number of 
persons were buried still unidentified. Boy #4 
was one of them. It is unusual that no one came 
forward to claim the body of a child, but again 
the grim underpinnings of the mass disaster 
event provide an unattractive answer. Such 
a well-cared-for child of tender years would 
hardly have been traveling by himself, and likely 
all of the child’s immediate relatives had also 
perished with the Titanic, the entirety of the 
family lost and leaving the body now doubly 
orphaned. 

Forlorn as he was, the boy was neither 
forgotten nor neglected. The captain and crew 
of the Mackay-Bennett clung to him with a deep 

affection, taking upon themselves the role of 
guardians and carers, and paid for his funeral 
and monument. I do not know the wages of 
seaman in 1912, nor the cost of a funeral then, 
but it was no small expense. The casket was 
carried from the church to his burial plot with 
six crew as pallbearers, including Cliff Crease, 
a local Halifax man of 24 who would eventually 
be himself buried in Fairview within hailing 
distance of the lonely child he had conveyed to 
his final rest. In traditional white, the unknown 
boy’s casket bore upon it a bronze plaque in 
place of a name that simply read “Our Babe.” 

The tale of the Titanic has, of course, lost 
none of its dark and tragic allure with the 
passage of time, and the wish to identify the 
remains of the deceased buried in nameless 
graves has never waned. Technology and 
science march on, and it was inevitable that 
the idea of using DNA to effect identification 
would be broached. Now I want to make clear 
I am not a molecular biologist, and I will not 
attempt to give technical details, but I can 
certainly give the gist, as my grandfather was 
inclined to say. Back in 2001 an approach was 
made to the coroner, with various genealogical 
evidences and scientific likelihoods, and an 
exhumation was ordered on several graves 
of those unidentified from the Titanic which 
seemed likely to generate an identity, with Boy 
#4 being included, scheduled for the second 
day of exhumation. 

Day 1 was, to put it mildly, a heartbreaking 
failure. There are many causes of failure in such 
an excavation. Contrary to popular perception 
graves are often not as well marked, mapped, 
or defined as imagination has it. Literally the 
day before I penned this article I attended a 
graveside service at a local cemetery. When 
we arrived I was much surprised to find the 
gravediggers still present, finishing up the 
digging and shoring of the grave. They had dug 
the new plot in the allotted space and had in 
their turn been much surprised to discover a 
previous interment, and had hastily closed it 
and moved to the next, fortunately, empty plot. 
However, this was not the case in this instance. 

Halifax, as those who live there can attest, 
is a climate much subject to rain, and whose 
native vegetation includes that which tends 
toward creation of acidity of soil. This is the 
exact opposite of the conditions which favor 
preservation. These adult graves were thus 
found to be completely empty, their occupants 
gone to the proverbial dissolution and dust so 
often cited in funeral oration. Hopes were low 
on Day 2, and such pessimism was well founded. 
The grave of Boy #4, poignantly marked with 
a small obelisk which read, “Erected to the 

Forlorn as he 
was, the boy was 
neither forgotten 
nor neglected. The 
captain and crew 
of the Mackay-
Bennett clung to 
him with a deep 
affection, taking 
upon themselves 
the role of 
guardians and 
carers, and paid 
for his funeral and 
monument.
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memory of an unknown child whose remains 
were recovered after the disaster to the Titanic 
April 15th 1912,” contained some remnants of 
a coffin, but the body was likewise gone to the 
elements. Careful excavation revealed three 
small teeth, corresponding to the estimated age 
of the occupant of the grave, but no soft tissue 
seemed to be present to offer DNA. That it was 
the correct grave was soon doubly verified by 
the discovery of the hardy bronze plaque stating 
“Our Babe.” 

Adhering onto the reverse side of the 
plaque was discovered a small fragment of bone. 

Again, I am not a scientist, but apparently 
the copper from the oxidizing bronze in the 
plaque had infused and crystalized with the 
bone and thus preserved it. Serious work was 
done to extract the copper from the bone and in 
the end a partial DNA profile was constructed. 
But it was not enough to confirm an identity, 
despite some exuberant public comments by 
some to the contrary who then incorrectly 
identified a particular child as being Boy #4. 
Eventually some bright spark hatched a plan, 
and DNA sampling was done on the child’s 
shoes held at the Maritime Museum of the 

Atlantic, which created another fragmentary 
DNA profile. This was compared with that of 
Boy #4 to prove they matched each other, and 
then combined with the sample from the grave 
and genealogical researches to find a potential 
living relative and, in 2007, Boy #4 was given 
a name. 

Sidney Leslie Goodwin. 
None of the crew of the Mackay-Bennett who 

gave unstintingly of their own money to bury 
the unknown child of strangers ever imagined 
that their kindness and care would result in the 
key that would bring Master Goodwin back his 
name and family. 

The cost was borne without expectation. 
The value has no price that can ever  

be named.

Duncan Norris is a practicing embalmer at 
Kenton Ross Funerals in Brisbane, Australia. 
A Fellow of the AIE and former BIE Divisional 
Secretary, he has also served in numerous 
other roles including that of coronial agent, 
anatomical lab assistant, and in international 
mass disasters. 
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Although my roots in funeral service began in 
1973, it was November 2021 when I attended 
my first Dodge Technical Seminar. Over the 
years, I have been fortunate to have worked 
for funeral homes that only specified Dodge 
products, so I was not only familiar with the 
company, but with many of the names of the 
people who make up the organization, through 
reading copies of this magazine. 

Dodge’s commitment to educating funeral 
service professionals has always impressed 
me. It’s one thing to sell a product, but quite 
another to help you get the most from that 
product. That was the apparent mission of the 
Dodge Technical Seminar that I attended.

So, what can you expect? A wide range 
of speakers and subject matter. Tom Buist led 
the first day covering a bit of the history of the 
presentation of infants and children. He then 
discussed specific techniques to keep in mind. 
With regard to casketing an infant, the liberal 
use of baby powder - it creates a peaceful 
atmosphere.

We’ve all read Kim Collison’s articles, 
focusing on her pathogen experience as the 
previous Director of Laboratory Services at 

Spectrum Health. Kim presented a sobering 
session on knowing your bugs in the prep 
room. Given the bacteria and viruses present 
today, I shudder to think of the days when a 
smock and gloves were the only protection we 
embalmers used. 

Of particular concern is Candida auris (C. 
auris). This drug-resistant fungus was identified 
in 2009 and has quickly spread through 
hospitals and nursing homes, as it is impervious 
to anti-fungal drugs. It is spread through close 
contact with the infected person. Candida auris 
causes serious bloodstream infections that can 
be difficult to identify. 

As embalmers, we are familiar with MRSA 
(Methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus aureus), but 
did you know that these bacteria can survive 
not only on surfaces but also on razors or 
towels? What is frightening, from the studies 
that Kim has conducted, is how long many of 
these bugs can live on surfaces. A reminder to 
disinfect not only instruments, but all surfaces 
– including your hands! Kim reminded us of 
scrubbing our hands with soap and water for 
at least 20 seconds – or by singing the “Happy 
Birthday to You” song twice. 

Attending My First Dodge 
Technical Seminar

By John Bisset

Jack Adams 
retired from 
Dodge several 
years ago 
but, even in 
retirement, 
he continues 
to share his 
knowledge. Jack 
spoke about 
some of his most 
challenging 
restoration cases 
encountered over 
decades as an 
embalmer.
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continued on page 28

The Dodge 
Company has 
compiled a six-
page booklet 
outlining 
best practice 
procedures when 
dealing with 
human remains 
following tissue 
procurement.

Jack Adams retired from Dodge several 
years ago but, even in retirement, he continues 
to share his knowledge. Jack spoke about 
some of his most challenging restoration cases 
encountered over decades as an embalmer 
and Dodge Sales Representative. Meeting and 
talking to this humble legend of the industry 
was a real highlight. Jack could write a book 
outlining the techniques he’s employed over 
the years (and I hope he will). Jack pointed out 
the importance of focusing on the eyes and the 
mouth in difficult cases. It’s the little things 
that make restorative work worthwhile, such 
as the importance of asking for a recent photo 
of the deceased. That request only takes a 
moment, but can yield a rewarding conclusion. 
Jack pointed out the importance of cauterizing 
after excising any tissue, such as tumors or 
other growths. 

The term “difficult case” is usually 
synonymous with tissue gas. Using one bottle 
of Dodge’s Halt GX to a gallon of your 
preservative solution will arrest this problem. 
Jack also explained the Neck Lock Stitch, 
used to reduce a swollen neck. Jack considers 
mastery of this technique a game changer! It’s 
very simple, allowing a neck to be reduced 
using a suture drawing skin together in the 
back of the neck. (Fig. 1) Depending on the 
size of the neck, sutures should be placed so as 
not to be seen when casketed; and don’t forget 
to seal the suture entry and exit points with  
Aron Alpha. 

In addition to necks, this technique can also 
be used on the nose. In this case, the first stitch 
is placed into about a half-inch of tissue and 
then passes above the wing into the cartilage of 
the septum, and out the other side of the nose. 
Then take another half-inch bite of tissue and 
return to where you originally entered. Now 
you have both ends of the suture, which can 
be tightened or loosened until the nose is the 
proper width. This procedure can save many 
hours of time, and achieve the same principle 
of narrowing traumatized tissue. 

Jack spoke about the importance of not 
letting a difficult case discourage you. Practice 
your techniques. A funeral director sitting 
next to me apprenticed in a mostly Hispanic 
community. He told me that at that funeral 
home, there was never such a thing as a closed 
casket. Although the restoration work could 
be tough, it reiterated Jack’s declaration to 
practice your skills. 

A key benefit to attending the Dodge 
Technical Seminar is viewing the slides 
provided by those presenting. Although these 
pictures and videos can only be viewed by the 
attendees, they are invaluable as they augment 

the lectures. From my personal experience, 
spending the time on a difficult case or 
restoration is worth the effort when the family 
decides to leave the casket open. 

Tawnia Steinhoff is an embalmer and 
handles the territories of Nebraska and 
parts of Iowa, North Dakota, and South 
Dakota for Dodge. Her presentation 
focused on long-term refrigeration 
and the associated dehydration. A 
very useful tip dealt with shaving the 
face of the decedent. Razor burn can 
be hard to avoid, especially when 
the skin has that orange-peel look. 
Tawnia uses a 50/50 mixture 
of Dodge’s Restorative and 
Proflow chemicals instead of 
shaving cream. 

Proflow is a pre- and co-injection chemical 
that increases lubrication and pliability of 
the tissue and contains no formaldehyde. 
Restorative provides humectant conditioners 
directly to the dried protein of dehydrated 
tissue. Not only does it restore tissue hydration, 
but it prevents tissue shrinkage. 

The combination of these two products 
is an ideal replacement for shaving cream – 
especially in dehydrated cases. Tawnia suggests 
saturating the area to be shaved with this 
mixture, and continue saturating as you shave. 
Tawnia confesses she’s had a few rough shaving 
cases, and this combination has saved her  
many times! 

Tawnia also suggested applying Kalip Stay 
Cream on the top of eye caps before insertion. 
This blend of emollients includes an adhesive 
base. It can be used on delicate tissues, such 
as the eyes or lips. A plus to using it on top 
of the eye caps is that there is no “drawing” 
of the skin as with other adhesives, and 
once the eyes are closed, any wrinkles can  
be smoothed. 

Skin-slip is common in dehydrated cases, 
and Tawnia treats these areas using a pack 
saturated with Dryene II. It does an excellent 
job of preserving, deodorizing, and disinfecting 
broken skin. 

SynGel HV packs can also be used, if 
Dryene II is not available. The low fuming 
properties of SynGel HV combined with 
thorough preservation make it ideal for cases 
where surface penetration is required. Simply 
paint on the tissue and cover with plastic wrap. 

Another name familiar to Dodge Magazine 
readers is Tim Collison. Tim spoke about 
preserving and restoring tissue donors. As 
organ and tissue procurement rates continue to 
grow, the entire body may now be affected – 
not just eye enucleation, as was the norm fifty 

(Fig. 1) Neck Lock Stitch
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years ago when I started in the business. 
Ever keeping with the changing times, 

and demands on the embalmer, The Dodge 
Company has compiled a six-page booklet 
outlining best practice procedures when 
dealing with human remains following 
tissue procurement and Tim was one of the 
contributing authors to this useful resource. 
This booklet is available from your Dodge Sales 
Representative or can be downloaded from 
shop.dodgeco.com.

Tim pointed out the importance of chain-
of-custody, as well as identifying the deceased 
to avoid litigation. All cases should have an 
embalming report completed, but completion 
of that report for tissue donors is imperative. 
The Dodge Company has a very thorough two-
page Embalming Report form, available in PDF 
from your Dodge Representative or online at 
shop.dodgeco.com.

Upon arrival at your prep room, the donor  
will have been cleaned after the procurement; 
however, the embalmer should disinfect the 
remains using Dis-Spray. 

Since, in many tissue procurement 
procedures, the circulatory system has been 
interrupted, topical treatment of the back is 
warranted. Therefore, before transferring the 
remains to the embalming table, place a sheet 
of plastic on the tabletop with an absorbent pad 
covered with SynGel HV. Again, “paint” this 
chemical on the pad before transferring the 
body to the table. 

Tim explained that each procurement area 
then needs to be opened, with all packing and 
any absorbent material, along with prosthetics 
removed. Because of the variety of tissue 
procurements, it’s only at this point that the 
embalmer can make a thorough assessment of 
the case, and determine the level of topical, 
arterial, or hypodermic preservation required. 

For embalmers not familiar with handling 
procurement cases, the “before” and “after” 
pictures that Tim provided demonstrated how 
the use of Dryene II Gel applied to the raw 
red tissues and covered with plastic wrap will 
turn the tissue grey, effectively drying and 
cauterizing it. 

With Jack Adams’ retirement, Sean 
Sweetman was hired to fill some big shoes. 
His presentation on overcoming difficulties 
in the prep room demonstrated he fits those 

shoes perfectly. Like Jack, Sean shared both 
pictures and procedures to correct difficulties 
encountered in the prep room, especially with 
emaciated cases. 

One of his challenges was for embalmers 
to “know your chemicals.” With the wide 
variety of chemicals developed by The Dodge 
Company, coupled with the difficulty of 
today’s cases, gone is the day when a couple 
of bottles of arterial chemical is all that is used. 

In addition to knowing how to combine 
chemicals for best results, Sean suggested using 
the free Dodge Arterial Solution calculator for 
each case. Found on the Dodge website, simply 
enter the total ounces of solution needed and 
the percent concentration. From a drop-down 
menu, choose your arterial, and the calculator 
will determine the number of ounces of 
product needed – it’s pretty slick, and no more 
guessing! 

Sean’s numerous solutions to problems 
embalmers face warrant its own article, which 
I hope he will prepare. 

Several other speakers brought informative 
presentations – I filled a notebook with useful 
information. Networking with other attendees 
was just as valuable as listening to the lectures. 
My only regret is that I waited so long to attend 
a Dodge Technical Seminar. Several attendees 
with whom I spoke are there every year! 

One other observation - I was both 
amazed and pleased to see how many women 
embalmers attended the seminar. When I 
started in funeral service, the only ladies were 
the beauticians! Another plus was the number 
of apprentice embalmers that attended – many 
still in mortuary school. 

The real-world training from two days at 
the Dodge Technical Seminar exposed us all 
to techniques and skills I wish I’d known years 
ago. Dodge’s student registration rate makes 
acquiring these skills at the entry-level possible. 
There is also a reduced rate for multiple 
attendees from the same firm. If you own or 
manage a funeral home or trade embalming 
service, consider sending your staff. It is time 
well spent! You’re investing not only in your 
business, but also in them. 

When I started embalming, it was not 
unusual to have several people in the prep 
room, providing an interesting interchange of 
ideas and techniques. Except for apprentice 
embalmers, that’s now the exception. These 
days, we practice our skills pretty much in 
solitude, so having the opportunity to learn 
new techniques and skills from others makes 
attending this seminar so important.

28The Dodge Magazine

John has divided his career between funeral  
service and broadcasting. He is a regional sales 
manager for a broadcast equipment manufacturer, 
and writes a technical tips column for a broadcast  
trade publication.

continued from page 25

The real-world 
training from 
two days at the 
Dodge Technical 
Seminar 
exposed us all to 
techniques and 
skills I wish  
I’d known  
years ago. 



29 Summer 2022

continued on page 31

Ah, the pandemic. Glenda, please don’t tell 
us that you are going to write another article 
about this experience that has now been part of 
our DNA for over two years? 

Well, in a way I am, because we are still 
under the influence of the changes in the way 
we do business that will most likely become the 
accepted practice in the way we do business. 

Things such as live streaming, remote 
arrangements, Zoom as a way of life, and 
virtual signatures. While we were suddenly 
thrust into this vortex, we gradually figured 
out how to navigate and adapt and even to 
understand that, for some families, these tools 
made the experience and process easier and 
more accessible. 

The other interesting result of this season 
of change was the delayed service. Now there 
are parts of the country that have historically 
had delayed burials because of weather and 
ground conditions. But when everything shut 
down, families had to make some difficult 
and heart-breaking decisions. Have a service 
now for just a few people? Wait until more 
can gather? Take care of disposition and then 
decide later? 

As we all know, many of those families who 
thought they would come back for a service 
have yet to enter back into the experience. 
Once the moment had passed, it was just 
too much to think about revisiting it again. 
However, for some families, the concept of 
a delayed service became the accepted norm. 
We can wait. It’s fine. 

So, I’m speaking from my little corner of 

the world, but it has been my experience in the 
past few months that more and more people 
have been delaying services and then coming 
back when they were ready, when they felt 
safe, when more people could attend, when 
the weather was better. The reasons are varied, 
it truly no longer is just focused on health  
and safety. 

We’ve always said that cremation allowed 
families to have options and choices in how and 
when they had a service. We are seeing that 
come to life in real time as the delayed service 
becomes part of the accepted way to plan a 
funeral. 

When I look back at the 50 services I’ve 
had the honor of conducting in the first quarter 
of this year, ten of those were significantly 
delayed by at least four months or more. Some 
deaths happened last year. Some were out of 
necessity. Some were out of convenience. 
Some were out of putting off the dreaded 
inevitable. 

Of course, these delayed services also 
present their own challenges. People have lost 
the urgency and immediacy. They’ve scattered 
and gone back home. They don’t want to think 
about it again. This is difficult for directors 
and for Celebrants who are trying to gather 
everyone together to have family meetings and 
plan the service. It never fails that a service that 
has been on my calendar for three months also 
means that it is the week before the service 
before I can get the family to meet with me. 

One particular service that was delayed 
by five months required seven (!) separate 
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Zoom meetings with each family member 
because they could never schedule a time to be 
together. So I had 14 hours of meetings before 
I ever sat down to write the service or drive for 
an hour to conduct it. 

The more interesting and/or disturbing 
part of this trend is that half of those 
families did not engage a funeral home while 
planning a service. And all those families 
had services in destination locations while 
taking on the burden and responsibility  
of arranging for everything necessary to create  
a service. 

Now, anyone who knows me or has read 
any of my meanderings knows that my favorite 
word in the English vocabulary is “why.” 
I spend a lot of my time and energy looking 
at the present situation and trying to analyze 
it and figure out what has precipitated where 
we are. Why are people doing this? What’s the 
story behind the scene? 

So, why? It is my humble opinion that 
families do not think of funeral homes as being 
capable or even equipped to offer the services 
they are looking for. In the mind of the public, 
funerals happen at the chapel or at church or at 
the cemetery. And they do not even consider 
that a firm would be willing to go to a yacht 
club or a conservatory. 

It is also my humble observation that we do 
nothing to encourage families to think that we 
are interested or capable of serving them in this 
capacity. Do we have a page on our website that 
discusses how to create a destination funeral? 
Do we have a list of locations in our town 
where we know gatherings are allowed? Do we 
have pricing for those elements that might be 
required such as chairs, tables, sound system? 

In the past month I’ve had the opportunity 
to offer several in-person or web-based 
seminars focusing on the concept of offering 
ceremony for families. I ALWAYS bring up the 
idea that we must become more flexible and 
mobile and adaptable to the changing needs of 
our families. I know we have just about worn 
out our flexible button, but this is how we stay 
alive today and in the future. And, I ALWAYS 
receive questions or even a little push back 
from funeral directors. “I pay for this building 
and want them to use it.” “I’m not an event 
planner.” “How do you charge for something 
like this?” “People never ask for this.” Let’s take 
this a step at a time. 

Going off site. We do this all the time when 
we take a service to a church. I’m a little baffled 
as to why there is such a conundrum in figuring 
out how to coordinate this. Yes, there may 
be a little more involved in the planning for a 
service at a park rather than the parish down 

the street, but the basic activity of travel is the 
same. 

Planning the event. I hear the same response 
so often - “I’m not an event planner.” Well, 
what is a funeral? An event. What are you 
doing? Planning it. So, let’s put that tired 
excuse to rest and consider how to expand our 
field of expertise. This just takes a little time 
and effort to identify in your community where 
to rent or obtain those needed elements such as 
tables, chairs, a podium, a screen, a portable 
projector, a sound system, as well as catering 
and serving. 

Ask any wedding planner how significantly 
their role and responsibilities have changed in 
the past ten years. Almost all weddings are 
happening somewhere other than the church. 
So, they had to become experts at packaging 
together the pricing and availability of all the 
pieces that someone would need to have an 
event in a barn, in a garden, at a boat dock. So, 
when a family asks you if it can be done, your 
answer is “Absolutely. This is our destination 
package, and we can adjust it depending upon 
what is already available at the location.” See, 
that was not hard, right? 

Informing your public. Part of the reason that 
families do not approach a funeral home about 
taking charge of these kinds of services is that 
they do not know we can or will do it. And, 
quite honestly, I’ve heard from many funeral 
directors who specifically discourage the 
option. One funeral professional told me that 
he charges twice the basic service amount if he 
has to go off site. Wow. 

Perhaps it’s time to look at your 
advertising, and your web and social media 
presence, to see if you are sending the message 
that they are seeking. Do you have a page on 
your website that talks about planning a service 
in any location? Are you posting pictures of 
destination funerals and showing people how it 
can be done? Are you encouraging families to 
come in and consult with you about their vision 
and desire to have a meaningful service in a less 
than traditional place? Or are you still showing 
lovely pictures of your chapel and your rolling 
stock and hoping that inspires them? And 
sending the direct or indirect message that you 
just can’t be bothered with hauling chairs to a 
pavilion? 

Let me give you two up close and personal 
experiences that I had recently. 

Service One. The woman died in January, 
and her wife and best friends decided to have 
a service in April at the rowing club where she 
had been very active before she moved from 
that city. And when I say rowing club, I mean 
a big metal building with cement floors and 
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garage doors to allow people to bring their 
boats in and out. No air conditioning. 

Almost everyone was coming in from out 
of town, including her family and me, and 
I encouraged them to connect with a local 
funeral home to help them. They did not think 
a funeral home would be willing to help with a 
service at this location. Sigh. 

When I got there, an hour early (because 
that’s what a good Celebrant does), the friends 
were trying to figure out how to unlock the 
webbed strapping on the huge stacks of chairs 
that they had rented, and finally gave up and 
just cut it. I’m sure the chair rental company 
was pleased with that. 

Then they set up the 150 chairs, carried 
tables and donated food and beverages up a very 
steep set of stairs for the reception, set up the 
projector and speaker that one of the friends 
had purchased the day before, and convinced 
their teenage sons to stand at the door and 
hand out service folders that another friend had 
created and printed. 

Finally, they had to go change clothes, 
because they were so hot and sweaty from an 
hour’s worth of work, before they could sit 
down and take part in the service and reception. 
Then, two hours later, they had to break it all 
down again. I saw one of the friends the next 
day and she said she was so tired, she really 
didn’t remember much of the service. 

Service Two. The gentleman died in January 
and his two 30-something children decided to 
wait until April to have his service. He loved 
plants and flowers and they wanted to have it 
in a conservatory at one of our city parks so 
he would be surrounded by beautiful green  
living things. 

When they called me, my first question 
was, as always, “And what funeral home are 
you using?” They said that they had used a local 
cremation service in January but were going to 
plan this on their own. I encouraged them to 
contact a funeral home, but they didn’t see the 
need. Sigh. 

So, the day of the service, I got to the 
location an hour early (because that’s what a 
good Celebrant does). I brought my Bluetooth 
speaker, just in case it was needed. When I 
walked in, there was the son and some of his 
friends, setting up 100 chairs, putting up the 
screen that he had purchased at Best Buy, and 

waiting for the maintenance person from the 
park to bring a projector, which was way too 
weak to show effectively in a room made of 
glass. The park did have a portable microphone 
that also had a Bluetooth connection, allegedly. 
However, we could not get anything to pair 
with it. But, thankfully, we could use my 
speaker for music during the service. 

The son brought his laptop with the video 
tribute on it and couldn’t get it to pair with 
my speaker. So, when the time came in the 
service, I stood by the computer and held the 
microphone close enough that people could 
hear the music for the video. 

The daughter had created service folders 
but had no place to put them or anyone to hand 
them out, so she just placed them on a chair and 
hoped people would see them and pick one up. 

Friends arrived with the food for the 
reception but no one had remembered to bring 
an extension cord. Thankfully, I also carry 
one of those in my handy dandy Celebrant 
backpack, so I loaned it to them so they could 
plug in the coffee maker. 

As they struggled to get everything set 
up, the son looked at me and said, “I guess 
this is why people hire funeral homes to do 
all of this.” I said “Absolutely. And it is worth 
every penny for you to be able to relax and be 
the grieving son and greet your guests rather 
than crawling around trying to find plugs and  
setting up screens.” He agreed. Of course, it 
was too late. 

I guess this is why people hire funeral homes to 
do all of this. This should be the call to action for 
all of us. Families are figuring out ways to have 
the services they want. We should be part of 
that equation. But they don’t know that we are 
able or even interested. 

How many families are going to Best Buy 
to purchase a screen and trying to figure out 
how to run a video tribute from their laptops? 
How many daughters are opening up Canva late 
at night to figure out how to create a service 
folder? How many friends are hauling ice chests 
and sandwiches up a flight of stairs? 

If we are going to compete with the DIY 
Pinterest crowd, we are going to have to be 
intentional and vocal about what we can do and 
why they should allow us to do it. 

It may take a little work to gear up, to 
find your vendors for rental, to purchase some 
equipment that is portable, to create a pricing 
package and train your staff. But, if we are going 
to stay relevant and vital, we should be known 
as the Have Funeral ~ Will Travel profession. 
See you in the park!
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It was eighteen months, almost to the day, after we 
had buried Alice Humbolt that Monica and I received 
an elegantly engraved invitation announcing that 
Mrs. Cecilia Amberson requested the honor of our 
presence at the wedding of her daughter Hortense to 
Mr. John Cabot Humbolt at St. George’s Church at 
three o’clock on a Monday afternoon, and would we 
please R.S.V.P.

It was an elegant wedding. Stretching from 
curb to church entrance was a red-and-white-
striped marquee, and great bouquets of white stock 
decorated the aisle-end of every pew. The choir sang 
The Voice That Breathed O’er Eden, and two little girls 
in pale pink dresses strewed rose petals in the bride’s 
path as she went up on the arm of her uncle, Judge 
James J. Coddington.

But there was something just a little off-key 
about it. When white haired, white-mustached John 
Humbolt, arrayed in faultless cutaway and striped 
trousers, stepped from the vestry room to meet his 
bride at the chancel steps, he looked like a figure in 
one of those swanky whiskey advertisements; so did 
H. Greely Stanton, his best man, but except for those 
two there was not a person in the wedding party who 

had seen his or her thirtieth birthday. Monica and I 
exchanged glances and our glances said the same 
thing: You just can’t mate April and October and 
make a success of it.

*   *   *

A year went by, and then another year. Almost 
every day we read about the social doings of the 
Humbolts. Hortense appeared to be enjoying life, 
and, if the papers were to be believed, so did John.

All of which goes to prove the truth of the old 
proverb that you can’t tell how good an egg is by 
looking at the shell. One blistering August Friday 
afternoon I dropped into the King Philip Room at 
the Pequot Hotel for a late luncheon. On Fridays the 
Pequot features crème de poisson - which is just the 
fancy name for boiled codfish in cream sauce - and 
my taste is just low enough to enjoy it. As I drained 
the final three drops from my coffee cup, I saw 
John Humbolt sitting by himself in a far corner of 
the dining room, and he looked very different from 
the laughing, London-tailored leader of Society the 
papers pictured in their Sunday editions. His lean 
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features, shadowed with a hint of the arrogance that 
comes instinctively with inherited wealth and a long, 
distinguished line of ancestors, were unsmiling, and 
his eyes seemed almost as devoid of expression as 
those of a sleepwalker.

“Good afternoon,” I greeted as I went by his 
table. He looked up like a man awakened from a 
dream, and smiled at me. But it was a lip smile, not a 
lip-and-eyes one.

“Oh, good afternoon,” he responded. “Won’t 
you sit down and have a drink?”

“There are probably at least a thousand and one 
good reasons why I shouldn’t take a drink right now,” 
I told him as the waiter brought me an Irish-and-soda 
and replenished his glass, “but I’m hanged if I can 
think of one of ’em right now.”

We raised our glasses ceremonially to each other 
and, “May you always be as happy as you are now!” 
I told him.

“Ha!” he answered.
It didn’t seem a good time for remarks, so I kept 

silent, and in a moment he leaned forward, searching 
my face with sad lack-luster eyes. “Have you ever 
been lonely - so lonely you felt like the last survivor 
on a dying planet?” he asked me.

“You mean you feel that way?” I asked.
“I do. The world I knew has gone, and I’m as lost 

as a blind man in a strange street. I’m sixty years old-”
I laughed. I couldn’t help it. “It’s been so long 

since I was sixty that I’ve almost forgotten how it 
felt to be so young,” I told him. “And your second 
marriage has turned out so splendidly-”

“Marriage!” he echoed, and there seemed to be 
grit in his throat. “This is no marriage, Jerry. It takes 
more than flowers and music and rice and confetti 
and a few words spoken by a clergyman to make a 
marriage. A man and woman may share the same 
name, live in the same house, eat at the same table 
and sleep in the same bed, yet be strangers to each 
other. It’s only when they’ve blended their natures 
into a single personality, when they have become, as 
the old German poet put it,

‘Two souls with but a single thought,
Two hearts that beat as one,’
that you  have a real marriage.
“Everything I do and say, every expression of 

love, every word of endearment I speak to Hortense, 
seems like a playback of an overly familiar movie. I’ve 
been through it all before, I’ve said the same things 
over and over before - to the one who was my really 
better half. Alice and I were like the people in the 
poet’s couplet. We were really two souls with but a 
single thought, two hearts that beat as one. We grew 
up together, spent our childhood and our youth and 
most of our adult life together. We had that common 
background, that common memory of experiences 
that made two people really inseparable parts of an 

indivisible whole. And I miss her - God, how I miss 
her! I think of her, I dream of her, I long for her 
with a longing like a physical ache. I think about her 
lying there all lonely in her grave in Shadow Lawns. 
When the snow comes, or the rain, I wonder if it 
doesn’t make her uncomfortable. She was always 
terribly afraid of lightning. When we have a heavy 
thunderstorm, I wonder if I ought not go out there 
and tell her, as I used to, ‘It’s all right, darling. I’m 
here, and I won’t let it hurt you.’”

“But, Mr. Humbolt,” I broke in, “if religion 
teaches us anything at all, it teaches us that the dead 
folk fear nothing in this world. They have left all 
earthly troubles and all earthly fears behind them -”

“I know,” he interrupted, and the smile he gave 
me was more like a sneer. “That’s preachers’ talk 
Jerry. But how do they know? How does anybody 
know?” He beat his fist upon the table. “Oh, if only 
we could know!”

I shook my head as I rose to leave him. How can 
you argue with a man who’s hugged his secret grief 
so tight against him for so long that it’s become like 
a general infection and driven him almost if not quite 
past the bounds of sanity?

*   *   *

Headlines screamed across the front pages of 
next morning’s newspapers. In the midst of the 
worst electrical storm in years, the superintendent 
of Shadow Lawns Cemetery had seen a man running 
through the gates of the graveyard, and toward the 
older, more exclusive section where the Humbolt 
family plot was located. The downpour was too 
heavy for him to follow the stranger, but he saw him 
turn in Elm Avenue and almost reach the Humbolt 
plot when a terrific bolt of lightning shattered a fifty-
year-old elm growing by the driveway, and knocked 
the strange man twenty feet across the sodden turf. 
When the storm abated, they went out to see who 
had been killed, and found John Humbolt lying face-
down. His hands were dug into the turf, as if, even in 
death he had tried to drag himself toward the grave 
where his first wife’s body lay.

No one could offer any reasonable explanation 
for his presence in the cemetery in the midst of a 
howling tempest, and I thought it best to hold my 
peace. After all, what he had said to me the day 
before at luncheon had been told me in confidence.

*   *   *

The funeral Hortense ordered was one of the 
finest Burke’s service had ever furnished. The casket 
was a solid bronze sarcophagus. The grave vault was 
the finest to be had; there were sixty limousines in 
line, and we had to use three cars to bear the floral 
tributes to the cemetery. 

Hortense made a charming widow. Black is 
always becoming to a blonde.

Just one year and one day after we had buried 
John beside the body of the only woman he had ever 
really loved, Hortense married J. Killingwood Caton 
III, who was long on family and very short on cash.
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