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Underestimating or improperly analyzing the 
condition of body tissues is becoming an all too 
common mistake in these challenging times. Some 
of these shortfalls come from embalmers using 
chemicals that are labeled to treat difficult cases 
and being effective at reducing or killing tissue 
gas. This sounds good, and most of these products 
have a chemical that is effective for treating 
clostridium perfringens, but some manufacturers 
fail to give the proper instructions on how to use 
their chemical. Dodge makes sure that embalmers 
not only have easy access to instructions, but also 
technical hot lines available to call for assistance 
on any difficult case.

Because embalmers are also the consumer 
for such products, it is obvious that the frequent 
failures for treating tissue gas are often coming 
from a false sense of security from labels making 
claims with little or no direction for use. I just 
came from an FNA International Conference 
where Vernie Fountain and others agreed that 
the increase in these cases seems to be coming 
from this label misdirection and embalmers not 
realizing the severity of these cases until it is too 

late. This scenario was shown to be true when I 
arrived back from the trip.

I received a call from a former student, 
who is a conscientious embalmer. He was calling 
from his car on the way home following a tough 
embalming. It was about 10 p.m. and he was tired 
from his long day at work. He didn’t feel good 
about the embalming that he had just left and 
wanted to share some information with me. He 
went on to say that he didn’t like the condition of 
the body. I admire this young man because, unlike 
some practitioners, he always tries to get a second 
opinion and he realizes that he, like all embalmers, 
are human and can make mistakes. Searching for 
second opinions and finding answers to solve 
problems can make the difference between being 
an average or a great embalmer.

He described extreme edema, skin slip, air 
or bubbles in the veins, and slight spider web-like 
markings on part of a side wall and leg. I asked a 
few more questions and told him that I didn’t like 
the spider web part and the air in the veins, so 
I suggested he go back to the funeral home and 
re-inject with waterless embalming with Edemaco 

I believe that 
making and 
selling a product 
isn’t enough. 
Instruction and 
technical support 
should also be 
available for the 
use of the product 
on such cases.

Edema, 
Gas, or 
Both?

By Jack Adams, CFSP, MBIE
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Our photo 
showed identity 
markings that 
were gone but 
we were not 
going to accept 
that reality. 
We were able 
to reform her 
lost philtrum, 
nasolabial folds, 
and sulci, all lost 
with illness and 
various medical 
procedures.

for edema and add a bottle of Halt GX per gallon 
for stopping any tissue gas. He agreed and headed 
back to the funeral home. We planned to meet in 
the morning to review the condition of the body 
and treat the situation accordingly. He also said he 
used a chemical that was specially recommended 
for tissue gas and he used what he thought was a 
strong solution, using 16 ounces per gallon and 
some edema reducing chemical. It seems like the 
manufacturer, in spite of the label indicating the 
product was effective for treating tissue gas, was 
weak on any specific instructions for a difficult 
tissue gas case. This created a sense of false security 
by just using the product without any guidance. 
I believe that making and selling a product isn’t 
enough. Instruction and technical support should 
also be available for the use of the product on  
such cases.

Turning around and driving back to work is 
the last thing anyone wants to do at 10:30 at night. 
I believe this “go the extra mile” effort definitely 
saved the face from decomposition. It was a  
game changer.

The first thing he did on the second trip was 
to place a cavity pack on the face to hold the skin 
while he was preparing to re-inject the head. 
The pack was removed and the facial skin was 
more stable. He re-injected the head using both 
carotids. This did preserve the head and facial 
tissue as well as treat the edema. It was done using 
a half gallon solution consisting of one bottle each 
of Introfiant, Permaglo 35, Edemaco, Halt GX, 
and Proflow. This was huge because it saved the 
head and facial tissue.

The morning evaluation went as expected. 
The body was edematous and also full of active 
tissue gas. Because of the severity of the swelling, 
additional channeling needed to be done to the 
face to bring down the swelling from the gas and 
edema. There were still signs of gas in the vessels 
of the temples. We injected the brain with 60 cc’s 
of Basic Dryene using a 13 gauge, 8” hypodermic 
needle.

We used the nose as the entry point, at an 
angle directed toward the center of the eyes at the 
height of the eyebrows. This allowed entry through 
the cribiform plate which is a little over the size 
of a quarter and soft enough to push the large 
needle through it into the brain. Within about ten 
minutes the signs of gas were gone. Even though 
your solution would normally be strong enough 
to deactivate any gas, it needs to be injected 
and distributed evenly into the brain, which can 
be difficult on extreme cases. Hypodermically 
injecting Basic Dryene is insurance to kill or 
deactivate the clostridium spore. The head seemed 
to now be under control, but the body still needed 
plenty of work.

We learned that the body had to be held 
a week before viewing was to take place due to 
relatives gathering from various locations. The 
cause of death was a gastrointestinal cancer. 

The family knew there was swelling but not the 
severity of it or the possible implications for 
viewing. The funeral home made the family aware 
of the complications and pledged to do their 
best…without any guarantees. The family already 
had expected a closed casket after recent visits 
with Mom during her final days.

I began channeling inside the mouth and into 
both swollen cheeks. We placed Webril into both 
cheek areas inside the mouth. Applying pressure 
on the cheeks and pushing toward the nose began 
to remove gas and edema immediately. We opened 
the eyes and began channeling, using entry points 
in the eyebrow to camouflage them. We also 
opened the fluid and gas sacks inside the eye to 
place Webril packs in the eyes to wick out the 
liquid and remove gas. Digital pressure directly 
on the eyeball will accelerate the reduction. The 
waterless embalming stabilized the tissue so it was 
no longer fragile and pressure could no longer 
harm the tissue. There were actually visible gas 
bubbles in the eye. We put Basic Dryene packs over 
the eyeballs after we pierced them to thoroughly 
dry the eyes and make sure no spores were  
still active.

We re-aspirated and added two 16 oz. bottles 
of PermaCav Fifty into the cavities. This is the best 
insurance and the strongest cavity fluid made for 
such cases. Because the head was the only part 
re-injected the previous night, the axillaries and 
femoral arteries were raised for re-injecting. 
The solution was waterless with Halt GX added 
for tissue gas control. The sidewalls were visibly 
showing the road map effect of vessels being raised 
to the surface. The gas was active and the war  
was on.

When making an incision for a femoral, I 
encountered copious amounts of fluid and edema 
but the worst problem was the active bubbles of 
the gas present. Visibility was close to zero in the 
incision, but using a finger to find and raise the 
artery was effective. This is the worst scenario for 
swelling, edema accompanied with very active 
tissue gas. The action resembled boiling water, but 
cloudy with a yellowish color from all the edema 
and fatty tissue decomposing. One arm and hand 
were thoroughly embalmed by using the axillary 
artery but the right radial artery was raised to 
effectively treat the right hand. Both arms were 
still extremely swollen.

The arms were huge, the swelling was mostly 
edema but, of course, accompanied with the 
tissue gas. A strong waterless embalming mixture 
using two 16 oz. bottles of Introfiant, two 16 oz. 
bottles of Permaglo 35, and a 16 oz. bottle each of 
Rectifiant, Halt GX, and Edemaco was injected to 
try to stop decomposition. The skin was blistered 
and split from internal pressure. This same 
solution was injected into the legs.

The arms and legs were not embalmed 
separately during the first embalming. The initial 
injection showed some signs of dye sporadically 
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in the tissue without any firmness or drying 
of tissue. They were under-embalmed for the 
circumstances. Following the second injection 
with the much stronger solution, the arms were 
ready for additional treatment. You could now use 
reduction procedures such as channeling to remove 
swelling. We initially used a 13 gauge needle but 
we switched to a 5/16 diameter trocar for this 
channeling. We also channeled using all incisions 
as entry points for the trocar. The swelling was so 
extensive that we made new entry points for the 
trocar, including locations below the shoulder, at 
the top of the elbow, and about five inches above 
the wrist.

The embalmer was concerned about leakage, 
but using the strong solution and removing the 
swelling gave us good tissue to treat, dry, and wrap 
for leakproofing the body.

We removed what seemed to be gallons of 
fluid and then left strips of Webril placed in the 
channels and incisions, extending the Webril strips 
onto the table to continue wicking the fluid out. 
The amount of fluid with gas was so extreme, it 
had to be physically removed to insure a leakproof 
remains. These strips became overnight wicks and 
their use turned out to be valuable for drying the 
damaged arm tissue. Because the tissue was no 
longer fragile, the embalmer was able to seal the 
openings of the arms used to drain and hypo with 
preservative by using multi-closure buttons.

The head was well-embalmed but the temple 
vessels still had some gas present. We used a 
19 gauge hypodermic needle to insert into the 
distended vessels and with digital pressure we 
were able to remove the existing gas from the 
vessels. The temple now appeared normal and, 
because our brain injection was successful, the gas 
did not reappear. After a good look at the photo, I 
realized that the mouth was going to be a huge part 
in restoring recognition to this case. Tubes which 
had been inserted into her mouth during her 
illness had managed to distort her expression and 
the swelling had removed her identity. I removed 
the wicking cotton from the now reduced mouth 
and cheek area as a result of the channeling.

There was nearly three quarters of an inch 
of combined gas and fluid swelling removed from 
both cheeks and the face. We placed a Webril pack 
saturated with Dryene II in the mouth to quickly 
cauterize the inside of the mouth. “Quickly” 
meaning about five minutes of contact time before 
removing and drying with new Webril. Then we 
placed strips of Webril where teeth would have 
been to form a foundation for a thin layer of Inr-
Seel over the cotton. Our photo showed identity 
markings that were gone but we were not going to 
accept that reality. We were able to reform her lost 
philtrum, nasolabial folds, and sulci, all lost with 
illness and various medical procedures.

Patients that go through prolonged medical 
treatments and that continue into hospice 
programs can be difficult to treat after death. 

Once in the hospice program they are normally 
kept comfortable and pain free. Generally, their 
disease or condition is no longer treated with 
antibiotics or any type of life saving drugs or 
therapies. With the immune system broken down, 
the body can become a cesspool of bacteria, 
spores, fungi, and almost anything that thrives 
in such an environment. The case at hand had all 
the fluid signs from system breakdowns and when 
meds are stopped, the clostridium perfringens, as 
well as other pathogens, begin to multiply quickly, 
even before death. These types of cases are no 
longer uncommon and should give us concerns 
about treating the hospice case.

The reduction and the reshaping of the mouth 
made this case successful, because she now looked 
like her photo with the return of her nasolabial 
folds, identity markings, and her wonderful 
pleasantry that was in all the photos we had. All 
that was needed was to revisit the mouth when 
embalming was finished for final touches. As 
long as the gas, swelling, and leakage could be 
controlled, we had a good chance at letting this 
family say goodbye the way they had preplanned 
her funeral when Dad died about ten years ago.

The embalmer called me the next day. He said 
the arms were now normal size, and the dress suit 
was going to fit the deceased. He felt confident 
that all decomposition, gas, and edema were under 
control. The bonus was that her expression was 
one of her pleasant looks from a good photo the 
family gave us after they realized the severity of 
their mother’s condition.

What I liked about this case was being able 
to work with this young, conscientious embalmer 
at a time when some don’t seem to care as much 
as they should. I feel grateful to be able to “pass a 
football” and have someone catch it and and run 
with it. They take bits and pieces from others and 
develop their own techniques. Hopefully, they will 
pass them on to other new embalmers and this 
“right thing to do for viewing and saying goodbye” 
concept will see us through these tough times. The 
best part for me is watching them excel, scoring 
the “touchdowns” and feeling good enough about 
what just happened that they spike the football. 
Embalmers don’t actually spike footballs, but we 
can give each other elbow bumps for the job well 
done even if we’re garbed up.

Have you given your embalmer or apprentice 
a good job elbow bump lately?

Good job Johnny!
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The embalmer 
called me the 
next day. He 
said the arms 
were now normal 
size, and the 
dress suit was 
going to fi t the 
deceased. He felt 
confi dent that all 
decomposition, 
gas, and edema 
were under 
control.

Jack is Dodge’s busiest embalming educator and 
lecturer. Along with working for Dodge as a 
sales representative in northern Illinois, he is an
Embalming Lab Instructor at Worsham College.

Jack Adams, CFSP, MBIE
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I love clichés. The cliché that frequently runs through 
my mind while embalming is, “An ounce of preven-
tion is worth a pound of cure.” Of course, often we 
don’t think about how small and simple that ounce 
can be and we certainly don’t think about how large a 
pound of cure often is. Taking an extra ten seconds in 
the preparation of the deceased can often take hours 
of work off that unforeseen circumstance that comes 
when something goes wrong. Sometimes, though, it 
isn’t a matter of saving time later, but simply of getting 
that viewing experience just right for your family. How 
many times have we heard, “Mom looks really good, 
but there’s something just not quite right”? There are 
plenty of times when they can’t even say what it is that’s 
not quite right, just a small thing that makes our work 
less than perfect for the family. 

This article is going to be about those small things 
you can do, that take very little time, and often even 
less effort, that can make all the difference in the world 
in the final result. Some of these actions are to prevent 
major problems, and some aim to prevent that “it’s just 
not quite right” issue. 

Many of these things will already be well known 
to many embalmers. In fact, most of these techniques 
here were taught to me. I learned some at Dodge semi-
nars when I was working in the funeral home. Some 
were taught to me by different embalmers I’ve worked 
with over the years. And some I came up with on my 
own (these, of course, I’m especially proud of). I will 
do my best to point out which ones are which, but al-
most every one of them, whether I came up with it 
on my own or someone told it to me, seems so obvi-
ous, once you figure it out. But without someone to 
make it obvious, I never would have thought of it. And 
that’s the thing to remember. Even if you know every-
thing I write about already, you will be or are teaching 
someone who doesn’t. And what is obvious to those 
seasoned, experienced embalmers is not at all obvious 
to people trying to learn our craft, and trying to make 
this craft into the art that we strive for. 

I give a final caveat here. If you don’t do any of 
these things, it’s understandable. Perhaps you can teach 
someone the things that you already do in lieu of these 
techniques. Starting a dialogue about good, better, and 
best embalming practices can only help us. Remember, 

great embalming serves more than one purpose. On 
the purely business side, great presentation of a loved 
one brings more clientele. On the true mission and 
calling of our profession side, helping grieving families 
is better accomplished when we not only do our best 
work, but when we teach others to do it as well. In 
this article I will focus on some techniques you can use 
before embalming.

We all tell each other, there’s no amount of time 
that is too long for getting features right. The face and 
hands are the focal points of a viewing. It goes without 
saying that having these just right are key to a successful 
family viewing.

 
Hands

I challenge anyone reading this to, for a moment, 
set down your magazine, and in a relaxed manner 
place your hands on your desk, table, thighs, whatever 
is in front of you. If your hands are actually relaxed, 
they have a natural curve in them. Give it a moment 
of thought. Someone whose hands are flat or splayed 
are almost always showing pain or consternation. Even 
when lying down, with hands atop our chests or abdo-
mens, our hands are curved when relaxed. Take a cou-
ple of paper towels, Webril, a washcloth, anything that 
you can ball up, and place it under the bottom hand. In 
Texas we generally place left over right unless there is 
a problem with the left. As such, I would typically put 
the paper towels under the right hand. This creates the 
curve in the lower hand that naturally creates a curve in 
the top hand. It’s a more natural and relaxed look that 
takes ten seconds to accomplish.

I find this particular look of the hands so important 
that when I walked into a funeral home I had recently 
embalmed for, and I saw a lady on the dressing table 
looking well-dressed and cosmetized, I had to ask if it 
was the person I had embalmed, because I was upset 
that her hands were flat. It wasn’t the woman I had 
taken care of, which was a relief, but it led us to have 
a conversation about hands and that director picked up 
a new technique, a technique I picked up at a Dodge 
Seminar.

Years ago I had the honor of doing the preparation 
work on the grandfather of my fraternity brother. It was 
by chance when I was working at a high-volume em-

Even when lying 
down, with hands 
atop our chests 
or abdomens, 
our hands are 
curved when 
relaxed. Take a 
couple of paper 
towels, Webril, 
a washcloth, 
anything that you 
can ball up, and 
place it under the 
bottom hand.

By Tom Sherman

An Ounce of Prevention
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Even if I’m 
embalming 
somewhere that 
doesn’t have 
actual body 
rests, I will use 
my empty bottles 
to elevate the 
deceased. And 
yes, even ROUND 
bottles can be 
used if they’re
flattened a bit.

Eye caps come in 
different sizes. I 
was taught “just 
get the large 
and you can cut 
them down.” For 
so many years I 
did that and was 
always frustrated 
that when you cut 
them down you 
lose the shape.

balming establishment. The daughter of the deceased 
called me late that night to ask about his fingernails. It 
had been too painful for him to have them trimmed and 
cleaned, so when I told her I had already taken care of 
it she burst into relieved tears. It’s a small thing, but for 
some families it is all the difference. When cleaning the 
fingernails, sometimes I find the dirt so caked in that I 
have a difficult time loosening it up or removing it all. 
A fellow embalmer told me to take about one second 
per fingernail and brush some massage cream into it, 
and by the end of the procedure, or a few hours later, 
the dirt will have softened up and it comes right out. 
If there are nicotine stains on the top of the nail, or 
dirt and grime caked on, then I simply use the blade of 
my scissors to remove a slight layer, bringing back that 
clean nail. 

Because the embalming I do now is often after 
normal business hours, I often find myself starting an 
embalming several hours after the person passed away. 
I was having a terrible time getting fingernails to clear, 
even when the fingertips were clearly embalming 
well, and even when injecting radial arteries. I even-
tually realized that the decedents were being left with 
their hands down. That lividity was becoming a stain 
from the constant gravity and pressure. I am not an 
embalmer who can elevate nails, I have a mental dis-
connect and the very idea makes me shudder. So with 
stained nails I have to fix them cosmetically, which on 
men is difficult. Whether or not you are doing the prep 
yourself, or having someone else do it, if it is going to 
be a while before the injection takes place, take about 
20 seconds to put the arms on blocks and elevate the 
hands. Nearly every “normal” case I have had where this 
has been done ends with pink, clear natural nails.

Ears
I know, it’s ears! What’s there to do? Wad some 

cotton behind them and it’s all good. Well, after spend-
ing years getting wads of  Webril wet, sticking them be-
hind earlobes, and then having to grab them as they ran 
down the table and replace them again and again, I gave 
that up. It turns out a small folded square of Webril, 
with a thin layer of Kalip Stay Cream, will support the 
lobe through an entire procedure. Since using this tech-
nique, I haven’t had to chase it down the runnel again 
hoping to catch it before it hits the drain. Even better 
than that, because it’s not a huge ball of cotton, the ear-
lobe can be positioned parallel to the face, like it natu-
rally falls. I wondered for a long time why I was taught, 
and most people were taught, to have the lobes stick 
out in an unnatural anti-gravity position. Yes, earrings 
will sometimes be put on, but they will still always look 
more natural in a parallel position rather than flying out 
to the side. It adds five seconds per ear, including put-
ting the Kalip onto the Webril, but I’m going to say it’s 
40 seconds less for the whole procedure for not having 
to constantly readjust or rewet the cotton.

Eyes
I’ll move right past the 2/3 top, 1/3 bottom 

lid, that’s nothing new. I will take a minute, though, 
to mention that whether you like eye caps in oval or 
round (oval for me), or clear or flesh colored (flesh 
colored, thank you), they come in different sizes. I was 

taught “just get the large and you can cut them down.” 
For so many years I did that and was always frustrated 
that when you cut them down you lose the shape. My 
smaller eyed ladies wound up with a sort of flat, mis-
shapen piece of plastic, instead of a round, form fitting, 
eyeball shaped eye cap. It’s a small thing, but an eye that 
looks even slightly out of shape will change your fam-
ily’s entire viewing experience. And that is one thing 
they may not even be able to identify. “Mom just looks 
a little…off.” A box of each size is inexpensive and con-
venient. It saves 60 seconds not having to cut down the 
eye cap and then take the extra time to make it look 
right on the eye. If an eye is deflated, I don’t cap it until 
after, but that will be revisited later. 

Here’s something I picked up in just the last year. I 
can see eyes rolling even now about how obvious this is 
and how everyone should already know this. The fact is, 
of course, lots of people don’t. Eyelashes can be made 
to stay erect with the simple application of some Kalip 
or Kalon Massage Cream when the features are set. The 
difference between eyelashes lying flat on the face and 
standing vibrantly isn’t something that ever seemed a 
big deal to me, until my friend pointed it out and it 
was big as life. Keeping a clean mascara brush handy 
helps to roll them out and keep them from clumping 
together. It takes about 30 seconds total. 

Lips
“Hey Tom, this family thinks his lips are too thin, 

can I fix that by adding some cotton?”
“No, I would feature build, cotton is just going to 

make the mouth look like something is in it.”
“Oh, I’ve never done that before, is it easy?”
“Just go get me a drink at the coffee place I like and 

I’ll be there in an hour.”
So I drove 60 miles to feature build some lips. It’s 

not difficult with some practice but I didn’t want them 
to be over filled because then it’s a BIG problem. How-
ever, in this case, a surface pack of Restorative on the 
lips before, during, and after prep may have prevented 
the need for the Feature Builder to begin with. It is 
a great starting point on dehydrated lips. It can’t hurt 
and it can prevent a lot of extra work later! It adds 35 
seconds, because it involves getting the cotton and the 
Restorative out. I heard this from Jack Adams at a semi-
nar years ago, the first I ever attended.

Hair
This couldn’t be easier. And it still took me until 

12 years into my now 20-year career before someone 
pointed out such an obvious trick to me. Comb the 
hair very simply into the place you know or assume 
it goes. With no picture to go from, it’s an educated 
guess. On men I typically give the hair a part and comb 
back, making sure the hair on the crown is neat. And 
on ladies I push the hair forward, then sideways at the 
bangs so I can still see the face. The person’s hair will 
keep this shape pretty well, and it takes a lot of work 
out of reshaping the hair later. It’s especially useful with 
men with shorter hair that becomes a struggle involv-
ing lots of products I’ve found.

 
Body Rests

I used to tan, say what you will. I was young and 
continued on page 12
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dug the look. I started tanning in college and couldn’t 
figure out why I had so many patches of non-tanned 
skin on my back. It took someone more experienced to 
point out that you can’t tan where blood isn’t flowing 
and anywhere there is pressure on the tanning bed isn’t 
getting blood flow. It is simple fluid dynamics. Fluid 
cannot go where pressure prevents it from entering. 
A deceased individual lying flat on a table has pressure 
everywhere there is contact with the table, so in that 
case the entire back, buttocks, legs, calves, etc. are not 
going to get as much distribution as needed. 

This is why body rests exist. One under the shoul-
ders, one under the buttocks, and one under the ankles 
is all it takes to change the results of a case. This is non-
negotiable for me. Even if I’m embalming somewhere 
that doesn’t have actual body rests, I will use my empty 
bottles to elevate the deceased. And yes, even ROUND 
bottles can be used if they’re flattened a bit. I usually 

work alone, and know that, rolling back and forth if 
necessary, I can put a 400lb case on the rests just fine. 
And I can handle a 90lb decedent with such ease it 
hardly merits mention. Some people can’t manage to 
do that with larger cases, but if you can get someone to 
help you, it’s worth it. A very large person has a LOT of 
surface area that is getting little to no distribution when 
all of the surface is pressed into the table. Also, it’s just 
easier to clean when everything is washing down under 
and beyond the deceased. It adds about three minutes. 
If you have a larger case, that takes more manipulation.

All told we have added about three minutes and 
fifteen seconds to the procedure. The time it takes to 
microwave popcorn is all it takes to make some big dif-
ferences in our final results. It goes without saying that 
there are many more interesting ways to go about all of 
these tasks. I learn new ones regularly that I get to try 
out. It can be interesting and, frankly, educational to 
take some time to discuss your techniques as compared 
to your peers’ the next time you are with a colleague. 
Stay tuned for the next part, where we’ll go over some 
techniques for the actual injection.

Tom has been in the funeral industry for 20 
years and still regularly embalms. He is the 
Dodge representative in central Texas.

A resource, a problem solver, a friend. 
Your Dodge Representative.

continued from page 9
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So where do I begin? On September 10, 2001 I was 
five days into a new job after having left the funeral 
home I had been working at for the past five years. 
I went out to dinner with my wife at our favorite 
Chinese restaurant, maybe had a few too many 
scorpion bowls, went home, and called it a night.

The next morning I got a call from my wife to 
turn on the TV. I, like millions of others, saw the 
horror and destruction of that day and wondered 
what would happen next, and what our futures would 
look like. I also was concerned since I was currently a 
Captain in the US Army Reserves, having served for 
twelve years, and knew this might finally be the time 
I would be called to serve.

I got my commission through ROTC (Reserve 
Officer Training Corps) in 1989 and had been in 
various infantry positions and units throughout the 
years. In 2001, I became part of a program where 
individual soldiers would augment active duty units 
and I immediately joined up when I saw a position for 
a Mortuary Affairs Officer in Okinawa, Japan. Having 
been a licensed funeral director/embalmer since 
1997, I felt this was the perfect way to combine my 
two careers. So that March I headed off to Okinawa 
for 19 days to a place I had only read about in history 

books on World War II. The experience was amazing 
and it was great to take in the history and culture. As 
a side note, a Mortuary Affairs Officer doesn’t have 
much to do during peacetime, so I busied myself in 
the S-3 operations section and learned about the unit 
I was serving with. When that mission was completed 
I was satisfied in my career choice and looked forward 
to going back the following year, never imagining I 
would be back there in November and live there for 
the next two years.

In the days following the 9/11 attacks there 
was a lot of information and misinformation on what 
was going to happen to the Reservists and National 
Guardsmen. Were we all being mobilized? Was 
this all-out war? What would our role be? I got my 
first hint of what would happen eight days after the 
attack, when I was asked by my unit to update my 
information for notifications and contacts. By the 
beginning of October the “chatter” was increasing 
and by October 18th I had received notification 
that I would be called up for a year which could be 
extended for up to two years.

I remember the email came in around midnight 
and for some reason I was still up. I read it over and 
over again. This was it, my time had come to serve 

Dignified Transfer

By Bill Werner When someone 
tells you to “get 
all your things 
in order,” and 
you have no idea 
what the future
holds, it can 
be a little 
unsettling.
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and, like the soldiers that came before me, I was 
finally going to get my chance. It is a little unsettling 
when you read, “You now don’t have much time, 
so in the next few days start getting all your things 
in order.” Over the next few days my wife and I 
discussed this and started to figure out how we were 
going to manage it. I had been married for two years 
and we did not have any children, so that was a 
blessing. But when someone tells you to “get all your 
things in order,” and you have no idea what the future 
holds, it can be a little unsettling.         

Fortunately, I wasn’t happy with my recent 
“civilian career choice,” so I was more than pleased 
to give my notice the following Monday. That being 
said, nothing is official in the military until you receive 
your orders, and many times in the past I had been 
ready for missions only to have them cancelled at the 
last minute. This was not the case this time and on 
October 26th I got my official orders. I was heading 
to Ft. Benning, GA on November 4th.

Now, getting your affairs in order in two weeks 
is no easy task. So many things to consider in terms of 
finances, wills, trusts, and assorted other challenges. 
What do I do with my truck for the next two years? 
Where is my income going to come from and will I 
have enough to cover my bills? How am I going to 
pay my bills from a foreign country? These things are 
easier now with the internet and smart phones and 
such, but a lot of that didn’t exist in 2001. I left my 
job the week before I was to deploy, and spent the 
rest of the time consolidating everything, meeting 
with contractors, and trying to make life as easy as 
I could for my wife. I had a few farewell gatherings 
and even had a family birthday party the night before 
I left. The next day I packed everything I thought I 
would need for the next two years and headed to the 
airport. At the airport I exchanged a tearful goodbye 
with my wife (there was so much unknown out there 
… in hindsight it was a little silly, but at the time I 
didn’t know if I would be coming back, and that is a 
weird feeling) and headed towards the security gate. 
So began my adventure.

I was reading through some of my old emails 
while researching this and was amazed at how 
overwhelming it must have been at the time. I was 
34 years old but having never done this before it was 
a daunting task. I tried to reflect on what soldiers 
deploying in other wars might have felt, and it helped 

to stabilize my thoughts as I knew I had technology 
and communication tools to reach back to my family 
and friends they could have only dreamed of. 

As I went through security at the airport I 
remember being annoyed as I was pulled out of line 
and had my bag searched. Now remember this is 
shortly after 9/11 and the airports were still a mess. 
But I remember saying to the TSA agent (or whoever 
they were then), I just got mobilized and I am going 
to Ft. Benning, I think I am the last person to want to 
cause any harm.

I flew to Charlotte, NC and realized I wasn’t 
alone anymore. Military people have a way of 
sometimes sticking out in a crowd, starting with 
short haircuts. As I spoke to some of the others in 
the terminal we all realized we were part of a larger 
group of about 40 soldiers all heading to the same 
place. We all fell under the United State Army – 
Japan or USARJ, and they had mobilized all of their 
augmentees to support the war effort. I was the only 
one going to Okinawa though, and I was thankful  
for that.

We landed at Ft. Benning and were assigned to 
old barracks and began the process of “mobilizing.” 
The HBO miniseries Band of Brothers had first aired on 
September 9th of that year, and I was riveted to the 
entire series prior to my mobilization. It helped me 
to understand what I was going through and to get 
through some of the rough patches during those early 
weeks. The series finale was the day I flew out, but I 
am sure I caught it somewhere afterwards.

One of the many things I remember about being 
there was that no one had a cell phone and you had to 
wait in line at a pay phone if you wanted to call home. 
Then once you got to the phone you had to call and 
hope the person was home and then endure the eyes 
of the other people standing in line while you tried to 
speak privately. 

For the next two weeks we trained, went 
through medical screenings, fired at rifle ranges, and 
were issued equipment we were never going to use 
such as long johns and winter boots…I was going to 
a subtropical island. But nonetheless, we got ready. 
Then we sat…and sat for another ten days until finally 
I was headed to Okinawa.

It takes anywhere from 20 to 24 hours in travel 
time to make it to Okinawa and when I finally landed, 
I was picked up by my unit and taken to the base I 
would call home for the next two years…Torii 
Station, Okinawa. I arrived on November 22nd, 
just before Thanksgiving. The first person I met was 
a 6’5” West Point graduate who had just arrived in 
Okinawa. He and I became the best of friends (he is 
now godfather of my daughter and we still visit each 
other frequently). Meeting Jon when I did was helpful 
to me in transitioning to life on the island. He could 
share with me the active duty side of life and since we 
were both from the Northeast we understood each 
other.

My official title was Mortuary Affairs Officer, 
and like I said earlier, that is all well and good if 
there is an active crisis, but this wasn’t the situation. 
So I worked in the S-3 shop or “Operations” area 
on a day-to-day basis. I adjusted to daily life, would 
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Going somewhere 
on leave was 
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going back was 
one of the most 
depressing things 
I had ever been 
through up until 
that date.

During the early 
morning hours 
on February 
21, 2002 I was 
awakened and 
told to head 
down to the 
1/1 Special 
Forces Group 
headquarters 
building as there 
had just been a 
helicopter crash 
and there were 
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call my wife every day, usually my morning and 
her evening or vise versa. There was no texting, 
FaceTime, or Skype, but I always considered myself 
fortunate as soldiers in other wars had fewer means 
of communicating back home, so I didn’t complain 
too much.

As December came, I was able to make it home 
on leave and surprise my friends at a Christmas party 
by dressing up as Santa and I enjoyed being around 
family. Going somewhere on leave was never an 
issue, but leaving and going back was one of the most 
depressing things I had ever been through up until 
that date. 

As I got back to Okinawa and became readjusted, 
we were told we would be supporting a mission down 
in the Philippines routing out a group of Muslim 
extremists called the Abu Sayyaf. I finally had my 
answer. This is why I had been mobilized and now 
my life was about to get a lot more interesting.

“Talk of terrorism in the Philippines and two 
words spring instantly to mind – Abu Sayyaf. 
Ruthless, well-armed, and seemingly indestructible, 
these are terrorists with a history. Since being set up 
with al-Qaeda seed-money and expertise a decade ago 
(1993), they’ve bombed, beheaded, kidnapped, and 
massacred their way to become Asia’s most notorious 
thugs.” (Soldier of Fortune, Mike Winchester, June 
2003)

This group operated in and around the Jolo 
and Basilan islands in the southwestern part of the 
Philippines, were considered a Jihadist militant and 
pirate group, and was responsible for the Philippines’ 
worst terrorist attack, the bombing of Superferry 14 
in 2004, which killed 116 people. Their tactics and 
aggression were extreme and they lived in the jungle, 
often surviving off the land.

“About 660 U.S. troops including 160 Special 
Forces soldiers, are in the Philippines training the 
Philippine military in its fight against the Abu Sayyaf.” 
(Stars and Stripes, February 23, 2002)

In January of 2002, fighting the Abu Sayyaf 
became part of the Global War on Terrorism and of 
Operation Enduring Freedom. Joint Task Force 510 
was formed near Zamboanga City on the Island of 
Mindanao.

Starting in early January 2002, our unit in 
Okinawa started prepping our base as a staging area 
for the incoming Army troops that would be heading 
to the Philippines. I was thrilled to have a “real-
world” mission and to help support these troops as 
much as I could.

While this was going on, an active duty non-
commissioned mortuary affairs officer (NCO) came 
down from Japan and I made sure he knew who I was 
and that I would be there to work with him if the need 
arose. The days were long as we ferried troops in and 
out. And then it happened.

During the early morning hours on February 21, 
2002 I was awakened and told to head down to the 
1/1 Special Forces Group headquarters building as 
there had just been a helicopter crash and there were 
casualties. Eight soldiers from E Company, 160th 
Special Operations Aviation Regiment (Airborne) and 
two airmen from the 353rd Special Operations Group 

were killed after their MH-47E (Chinook) helicopter 
crashed at sea in the southern Philippines. They had 
just dropped off 35 Special Forces Operators on the 
island of Basilan.

“By 12:30 am, things seemed to be going well. 
The helicopters had made two final supply runs to 
Basilan and then headed for home. Two hours later, 
the first distress calls became coming in.

The first reports of anything amiss was at 2:34 
am, at 2:41 am, two Air Force pararescue members 
from the other MH-47E helicopter dove in to the 
water at the crash site to search for survivors. At 
2:55 am the first reports of deceased personnel were 
received.” (Army Times, March 4, 2002)

“I tried to find any signs of life, but I didn’t find 
any,” Butler said. After the first body was hoisted 
aboard the Chinook, Butler was lowered twice more. 
He didn’t realize these were the men he knew until 
he saw the name tag on the third lifeless body.” (Army 
Times, March 11, 2002)

As I arrived at the operations center I was told 
that three bodies were recovered initially and to 
take my mortuary affairs NCO with me and head 
to Kadena AFB to hop on a C-130 transport, and fly 
down to the Philippines and bring these soldiers back. 
As I packed my bags and shot off a few emails, I had 
wondered what I had gotten myself into. I told my 
NCO to grab 10 American flags for the trip.

I, like many of you, have been on countless 
removals, but never anything like this. When I 
became a funeral director I quickly worked to get my 
mortuary affairs specialty on my Army record, so I 
could do just what I was about to, but to say I was 
nervous is an understatement. The last time I flew 
on a C-130 was back in the early 1990s on a trip to 
Iceland and I was in my early 20s and carefree. As 
I walked toward the plane and prepared to board, I 
knew it was time to put my nervousness aside and 
handle the mission that was at hand.

The four hour flight down was relatively 
uneventful until I had to go to the bathroom and 
realized this aircraft wasn’t configured like a 
commercial airliner. You use a tube connected to a 
chute … I will leave it at that and you can use your 
imagination for the rest.

As we got closer to our destination my NCO and 
I went over our paperwork and we rehearsed what 
we were going to do when we got there. We knew 
there were three bodies but not much more than that. 
As the plane prepared to land my stomach tightened.

I have a statement I like to fall back on, from 
when I was a youngster pretending to be an altar boy, 
working funerals to get out of the classroom…“fake it 
‘til you make it.” Well, this was definitely one of those 
moments. Once we deplaned, we were greeted, and 
I reassured the Commander on the ground that we 
would, “Take care of everything,” and he instantly 
seemed at ease that we were there. When dealing with 
a grieving family, it is up to us to be the expert and 
reassure the family. This situation was no different. 
We were taken to a field tent where the bodies were 
in transfer cases. My NCO quickly went to work, 
opened the transfer cases, and started the paperwork 
and gathering statements for identification. Once we 



completed our work, we closed up the transfer cases 
and draped them with the American flag and waited 
for our return trip back to Okinawa.

Back in Okinawa our support staff was working 
hard to prepare for a repatriation ceremony. These 
were some of the first casualties in the War on Terror 
and not since Vietnam had a ceremony like this been 
done in Okinawa, so our guys were quickly building 
biers for the transfer cases, going over the “drill and 
ceremony” of the dignified transfer, and rehearsing 
and rehearsing. I was in contact with my Sr. NCO 
back at the base the entire time, walking him through 
what we would need when we landed and what the 
procedures would be. Once that was in place, I was 
able to relax a little bit and we were told to prepare 
for our flight home. 

As the sun set on the island of Mindanao, the 
chaplain said prayers and the soldiers and airmen 

carefully marched up the ramp and loaded their fallen 
comrades onto the aircraft. After a moment of silence 
and salutes, the ramp was raised and we prepared to 
take off. 

As we rumbled down the runway, I remember 
thinking about how surreal this situation was. I was 
in the back of a cargo plane with nets for seats, there 
were maybe a total of ten people on the entire aircraft 
and here we were with three flag draped transfer 
cases. No one said a word for four hours. I think we 
all just quietly reflected on the task at hand and the 
lives lost.

We landed just before midnight and taxied to 
the hangar area where three empty biers had been 
set up under the backdrop of the American flag. I 
watched with anticipation as the ramp came down 
and, without having to say anything, one by one the 
transfer teams came up and carried their comrades 
and placed them gently on the biers. Once they were 
set, the chaplain held a service and we all collectively 
gathered ourselves, realizing the sacrifice that had 
been made by these three to protect our freedom. 

As the ceremony concluded, the transfer 
containers were wheeled into a holding area where 
they would be guarded all night. The next day 
they would be flown to Dover Air Force Base Port 
Mortuary in Dover, Delaware, where they would 
be autopsied and embalmed before finally being 
returned to their families. Their long journey would 
be over and their sacrifice would never be forgotten.

This is my story about my deployment and my 
first mortuary affairs mission. But there were still 
SEVEN fallen soldiers and airmen unaccounted for, 
and we WOULD be going back for them. More to 
follow…

As the sun set 
on the island of 
Mindanao, the 
chaplain said 
prayers and 
the soldiers and 
airmen carefully 
marched up the 
ramp and loaded 
their fallen 
comrades onto 
the aircraft.

Bill covers the sales territory of CT, RI, and 
Western MA for Dodge. He has been a licensed 
funeral director and embalmer for the past 21 
years, and has taught at FINE Mortuary College 
in Norwood, MA for over 22 years.  Bill has 
also been in the U.S. Army Reserves for the 
past 30 years, attaining the rank of Colonel.  He 
served in Okinawa and the Philippines as part of 
Operation Enduring Freedom – Philippines, and 
then at Dover Port Mortuary as part of the Army 
Liaison Team assisting in the repatriation of our 
fallen soldiers. He is currently the Director of 
Instruction and Operations for a Command and 
General Staff College brigade covering 48 states.

Information will be posted 
on the Seminars tab at 
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Recent events in California, where a family held a 
funeral for their loved one only to discover later a 
surrealistic error had occurred when the supposed 
deceased turned up at the house of a man who had 
been a pallbearer at his funeral, highlight the danger 
that can be attendant upon mistakes in identification. 
While the exact circumstances behind the 
misidentification at the Orange County Coroner is 
not entirely clear, the supposed deceased, a homeless 
man, was apparently mistaken for another homeless 
man based on incorrect visual identification, due to 
the general similarities of appearance between the 
two individuals. 

The Frank M. Kerrigan case just cited is certainly 
unfortunate, yet not as heart wrenchingly traumatic as 
the case of  Whitney Cerak and Laura Van Ryn. In that 
tragic incident a tractor-trailer on Indiana Interstate 69 
crashed into a van from Taylor University, killing five 
people and badly injuring the survivors. As a result of 
the chaotic scene the deceased Laura was misidentified 
as the badly injured Whitney, both girls having a 
distinct physical resemblance to each other, and Laura 
was ultimately buried as Whitney by the Cerak family. 
The error was not discovered until weeks after the 
funeral as Whitney, mistakenly attended in hospital by 
the Van Ryn family, began to recover. Such instances 
are certainly tragedies, and fortunately rare. Both 
cases reflect miscommunications, misunderstandings, 
and failures in procedures in the respective coronial 
processes involved, and are not something that is 
within the power of the average funeral director or 
embalmer to rectify. Yet I think it worthwhile to take 
a moment to reflect upon the process of identification 
in the mortuary and transfer setting.

As occasionally happens, our company was 
called upon to perform the funeral for a lady who had 
passed away out in the country but whose service was 
to be held in the city. As “country” in my state can be 
as much as two days drive away from the capital, as is 
normal in such circumstances, we employed a funeral 
transport service to effect her transfer from that 

country mortuary into our care. I was the person who 
received her at our premises, and upon examining the 
deceased hit upon an immediate problem. She had no 
identification of any kind upon her person. She bore 
only an identity tag placed by the transport service on 
the outside of her transport wrappings.  

However, it soon became apparent that the 
driver had placed this tag there without ascertaining 
the identity of the person by any means other than 
being told, “This is the person whom you are 
transporting.” When I asked him how did he know 
this was the correct person he said something to the 
effect of, “Well, this was who they gave me.”  This was 
unacceptable in such a delicate profession as caring 
for people’s loved ones, and I immediately began to 
try to find a way to determine that I did, in fact, have 
the correct person about to be transferred into our 
mortuary.

Fortunately, this lady was the only person being 
transferred in that vehicle as part of that particular 
route that day, and, as it turned out, the only person 
in the country mortuary from whence the transport 
service had initially transferred her. I rang the country 
funeral director who ran that mortuary and, after 
learning they had, in fact, transferred the correct 
person into our care, asked why they had not had any 
form of identification. The reply? “Didn’t need that. 
I’ve known her for years.”

While we all might marvel, and perhaps shake 
our heads, at the timeless differences between the 
country and the city, the question of identity is so 
fundamental to the funeral process that it often 
gets taken for granted. The ancient Egyptians were 
aware of the dangers of mistaken identities with the 
deceased. Given the religious imperatives behind 
their funerary practices, and that their embalming 
process involved as it did covering the body entirely 
in natron salts, and having as a byproduct of this 
process a distinct distortion of the remains, creating 
a certain generic resemblance in the resulting 
mummies, probably even more so. Mummy tags, 
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ranging from the beautifully elaborate to the most 
functional, to identify the deceased are a common 
feature of any cache of ancient Egyptian embalming 
items discovered. Yet I have known of modern funeral 
homes whose identification is simply to write the 
deceased’s name on their leg with a water-soluble 
marker.

One of the first things that I teach new employees 
concerning transfers is to check the identity of the 
deceased before a transfer from any setting whenever 
it is possible. This does not mean just reading the 
hospital sticker frequently placed on the outside of a 
body bag, but opening the bag and ascertaining the 
identity via some form of identity bracelet or tag 
physically attached to the deceased. (This is also a 
good time to check for property and make a rough 
assessment of the condition of the deceased but such 
things are not the point of this article.) 

I have never incorrectly transferred the wrong 
deceased person from such a setting, and I hope to 
be able to say that when I retire. However, I have on 
several occasions had to point out to the releasing 
staff that the deceased in question was not in fact the 
one I had come to take into care. We are all human 
and prone to error. By double checking we all but 
eliminate the possibility of such a gross error. I have 
watched other funeral industry members (I think 
I shall hold back from calling them professionals) 
transfer a deceased person into their custody without 
checking identity tags but going on outside stickers 
on bags or simply by being told that this person was 
“Mr. Smith” and it makes me wonder how they can be 
comfortable with such procedures.

Curiously there is no universal or even common 
standard I am aware of concerning type and placement 
of identification upon the deceased. While the majority 
of funeral professionals concur on the importance and 
even the absolute need for identification, the methods 
of such identification vary widely. They are driven 
by such concerns as long-time company practice, 
corporate office dictates, available resources, cultural 
considerations, and legislative obligations. I will 
take a moment to digress and examine those most 
commonly done in my state, and a few of the more 
uncommon ones I have encountered. 

First, local public hospitals in the city here tend 
toward a double redundancy system, a combination 
of the identity bracelet everyone is given upon 
admission to the hospital (generally about the wrist) 
and a shroud slip. One of these forms, carbon-
copied in triplicate, is attached (often inside a plastic 
sleeve) upon the chest of the deceased and contains 
not only the deceased’s identifying particulars, but 
also information regarding the deceased’s property; 
which staff facilitated transportation to the mortuary; 
the person certifying life to be extinct; who will be 
issuing the medical cause of death; and other such 
details. 

However, this slip is not considered to be 
identification per se. If a person with that slip fails to 
have an identification tag, which admittedly is rare, the 
body should not be released until a responsible person 
who is in a position to identify the deceased, normally 
from the ward in which they died, can vouch for 

their identity and attach such a tag. Country hospitals 
procedures are often similar, but a wide variance of 
types of care for the identity of the deceased exist. In 
addition to often handwritten wrist tags, actual toe 
tags (commonly placed around a big toe with a rubber 
band) are still used. One occasionally will still receive 
bodies with coins placed over the deceased’s eyes in 
such places, reflecting an older tradition of nursing 
and mortuary care. 

The coroner’s mortuary has a different 
procedure. There, each incoming deceased has a 
unique barcode attached about the left wrist, along 
with a fuller morgue tag with the deceased person’s 
details attached to the same location by a long cord 
with an identical barcode sticker affixed on the back. 
This identification can be placed outside the otherwise 
closed body bag, leaving the deceased largely 
undisturbed yet with their identity easily verified. It is 
this barcode that is scanned and this morgue tag cited 
upon release. 

Interestingly, the coroner’s mortuary is the only 
location where the rule “Open the body bag and cite 
the identification” rule doesn’t apply. Opening the 
body bag at the coroner’s mortuary will not show any 
additional identification, unless incidentally, such as in 
the case of a person who may have died in a hospital 
before coming under the aegis of the coroner. In fact, 
opening the bag is often actively discouraged by the 
staff, understandably enough given the unpleasant 
nature of many deaths needing a formal investigation.

I suspect variations on these practices are 
common wherever one happens to live. I have been 
in large mortuaries in the United States where an 
identification card, much like a blank credit card, is 
created for each person brought into the mortuary, so 
as to facilitate paperwork in their high-volume facility. 
Most anatomical laboratories do not use the name 
of the donor but rather replace this with a unique 
identifying number, and tags displaying such are 
scrupulously attached to all dissected and individual 
parts of that donor. 

But what of the deceased from a less formal 
setting? I have been to numerous nursing homes that 
eschew any identification at all, while others include a 
photograph of the deceased in an outside pouch of the 
body bag to ensure the correct person is so identified. 
So what are our options as funeral professionals? For 
clarification I shall illustrate our own procedures. I 
am not claiming these are the zenith of identification 
methods but they are all done with a specific reasoning, 
which has evolved with time and practice and which I 
shall elucidate upon shortly.

The first task upon bringing a deceased into our 
care is to enter them in the mortuary register and 
attach an identity tag to their left leg. This ideally 
should have the name of the deceased, copied from 
whatever formal paperwork is present, with the 
surname written in all capital letters, the date of 
transfer and place from which they were transferred, 
along with a small signature of the transferring funeral 
director. Our tags are akin to those once common in 
hospitals before they became digitally created with 
printers, being robust, waterproof and with a single 
use snap fastener. Thus they are able to be joined 

I have never 
incorrectly 
transferred the 
wrong deceased 
person from such 
a setting, and I 
hope to be able 
to say that when 
I retire. However, 
I have on several 
occasions had to 
point out to the 
releasing staff 
that the deceased 
in question was 
not in fact the 
one I had come to 
take into care.



together daisy chain style in the event that a person’s 
ankle is too swollen for a single tag, and finally are 
written on with a standard ballpoint pen (aka a biro). 

It does not matter how many identification tags 
are present on the deceased, we will still add our 
own. The only exception to this rule is if opening the 
body bag would present an unacceptable risk to the 
transferring agent or if the condition of the deceased 
(such as extreme decomposition) make placement of 
such a tag impractical. In this case the tag is looped 
through the zip of the body bag and tied (not snap-
fastened) through the loop provided to form a seal. 
This means that no one can open the bag without 
being confronted with the the identity of the deceased 
and that this tag can then be untied and placed in 
the appropriate location when preparation of the 
deceased by someone with the necessary protective 
equipment occurs.

So much for the how. Now as to the why. A 
plain ballpoint pen (or biro) is used rather than a felt 
pen, as the latter may rub away during the cleansing 
of the deceased with soap and water. Dis-Spray, as 
a surfactant, will cause even a biro to run if applied 
immoderately, and this must be remembered when 
disinfecting the deceased but otherwise such an 
identity tag is ideal. But even so a standard biro will 
generally leave a readable name, while a felt pen’s 
marks may disappear entirely. 

The capitalization of the surname, which is how 
we initially record all our clients, is to make it easy 
to separate Mr. John WILLIAM from Mr. William 
JOHN and avoid unnecessary confusion. The author 
anecdotally knows of an incident with a mistake at a 
viewing where the cause of the mistake was exactly 
this type of error. Capitalization of the surname 
makes such errors harder to perpetrate.

The use of formal paperwork for entering details 
is to avoid mistakes with the spelling of the name of 
the deceased. A Life Extinct Form/Death Certificate/
Coroner’s Order etc. is more likely to have the correct 
spelling, whereas the person who took the initial call 
to the funeral home may have accidentally transcribed 
the name in error. For example, is the name of the 
deceased spelled Jon or John, Philip or Phillip, Smyth 
or Smith? 

You may have noted that we do not include date of 
birth as a standard on the identity tag. It is something 
that is added if available, but it is not mandatory. 
This is due to the fact that, especially on late night 
transfers, we simply may not have immediate access 
to that information. In our state the Medical Cause of 
Death Certificate is generally not issued until at least 
the next working day after the doctor is notified of 
their patient’s death. Even the Life Extinct Certificate 
which should always be present (it is simply a form 
stating that a person said to be Mr. Smith has been 
examined by a relevant person with the necessary 
medical authority to pronounce death) may not have 
such details. However, we always know what day we 
effected the transfer. 

Finally, the location of transfer is a concluding 
safeguard. In the unlikely event that we transfer 
two John Smith’s into our care on the same day and 
have no other details, they most likely will not have 

come from the same location. The signature is so I 
know whom to speak to in the company if I have any 
questions, such as concerning property, preparation, 
clothing, special requirements, etc. 

 Every deceased is marked with our identity tags 
and, during funeral preparations, all other identity 
tags will generally be removed. As to the placement 
on the leg rather than the more easily accessible 
wrist, the reason is psychological. The majority 
of people who die have been ill for some period of 
time, and many of have been admitted to a hospital. 
In embalming the deceased, we are trying to create a 
pleasing final memory picture for their loved ones for 
the mourners. Identity tags are often a reminder of 
the hospital setting, and thus, if visible at a viewing, 
can bring back unpleasant memories and associations. 
Hence placement discretely on the less common 
viewed (and frequently covered by clothing) ankle. 
Why only the left ankle? No specific reason, save that 
it means I know I can look at the left ankle of any 
person in our care and immediately identify them. It 
could as easily have been the right ankle.

Now you may practice similar methods in your 
own mortuary or have quite divergent ideas about how 
the process should be managed. Each funeral home 
has its own needs. At our premises I am personally 
responsible for the identification, the preparation, and 
the release for final disposition, of every person under 
our care, so our needs are different from a company 
with multiple mortuaries or rotating mortuary staff. I 
know, for example, of large conglomerates that place 
only the surname of the deceased on an identification 
bracelet, but do it at the scene of every transfer and 
on both wrists. As I understand it, this is due to the 
high volume of persons they may transfer in a given 
day, and that the transferring agents will likely not 
have any further contact with the deceased after the 
initial one, so the identity of the deceased in transit 
become paramount. Yet in our company it is unusual 
for us to transfer more than two persons from a 
setting where they would not already have an identity 
tag, and in my time in the company we have never had 
three such transfers simultaneously. Although, just in 
case, we carry identity tags in the transfer vehicle so 
that if it looks like there is likely to be any confusion 
or we simply get a second transfer, we can place that 
identity bracelet on scene. 

I am not attempting to espouse a single best 
way of ensuring issues of identification never arise 
for your company. I am only suggesting that you take 
a moment to reconsider all the ways in which your 
company deals with this issue, so none of us ever need 
ever find ourselves in the position of dealing with 
people in the heartbreaking positions such as of the 
Kerrigan, Cerak and Van Ryn families.
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The capitalization 
of the surname, 
which is how we 
initially record 
all our clients, is 
to make it easy 
to separate Mr. 
John WILLIAM 
from Mr. William 
JOHN and avoid 
unnecessary 
confusion.

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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Their graves lie miles apart, 829 to be exact. One is 
in Dracut, Massachusetts. The other is in Bellevue, 
Michigan. I fell upon the former and have a close 
connection to the latter. Allow me to share these 
stories with you.

As a Dodge rep I plan my week and my days 
on the road, but I never know where I will be at 
noontime on any given day. Quite often I find a 
cemetery to pull into where I will quietly eat my 
sandwich and apple, check emails and text messages, 
and listen to the news on WBZ Radio, Boston, 
Massachusetts. 

I find peace among the dead, where I gaze at the 
monuments, focusing on last names, and especially 
the dates of birth and death. I sometimes wonder 
what life was like for those who now lie deep 
within the earth, and for those whose remains are 
scattered far and wide. They are where we all shall 
be someday. Clearly there is no escape. “Once the 
fear of death goes, then we are not afraid of life.” 
(Phyllis Tickle, American author and lecturer, 1934 
– 2015).

One such cemetery is Richardson Cemetery 
in Middlesex County, Dracut, Massachusetts. The 
entrance is just past Farmer Dave’s at Brox Farm, 
heading east on a winding country road. You can’t 
miss it. There is one road going in which circles 
around at the top of the hill and brings you back to 
the main entrance. This is just past historic Bailey 
Cemetery (Est. 1799). The country setting is idyllic, 
with its surrounding New England fieldstone walls, 

woods, farms, and pasture land. 
It was a beautiful day, this day, as I rounded the 

corner going up the hill in the cemetery. I suddenly 
noticed a monument off to my left, close to the road, 
and focused on the last name. My throat tightened 
as I came to an abrupt stop. In stunned silence I 
slowly read, “John Alexander Ogonowski, February 
24, 1951 – September 11, 2001. Loving Husband 
and Father. ‘He has slipped the surly bonds of earth 
and touched the face of God.’ Captain of American 
Airlines, Flight 11.” 

I had watched a documentary on PBS (Public 
Broadcasting Service) about Capt. Ogonowski, 
and traveled past his family farm many times on 
my way to my next stop at the Edgar J. Racicot 
Funeral Home in Dracut to visit funeral director 
Dan Cotnoir. Sgt. Cotnoir was a mortuary affairs 
specialist in Iraq. He and his unit of 20 men were 
responsible for retrieving 182 fallen Marines from 
the battlefield so that they could be returned to the 
United States for an honorable burial. Often times 
this was done under heavy enemy fire. In 2005 
Sgt. Cotnoir was named Marine of the Year. His 
mother Nancy, and late father David (1948-2018), 
who was also a funeral director, and I are all from 
the same hometown. I never could have imagined 
that someday they would have a son that I would be 
proud just to stand next to.

I hadn’t noticed Capt. Ogonowski’s monument 
in this small country cemetery before. I don’t know, 
and don’t need to know, if any of his mortal remains 

I find peace 
among the dead, 
where I gaze at 
the monuments, 
focusing on last 
names, and 
especially the 
dates of birth 
and death.

That Special Place
By Dennis Daulton

continued on page 26
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were recovered and interred there. What I do know 
is that his family has a place to visit, and to feel close 
to him. 

The memory of September 11, 2001 still hangs 
fresh in the memory of those who witnessed that 
horrific day. For some it conjures up the emotions 
felt on December 7, 1941, the day Pearl Harbor 
was attacked. For others, including myself, the 
emotions felt on November 22, 1963 were suddenly 
evoked… the day President John F. Kennedy was 
assassinated in Dallas, TX. We thought the world 
was coming to an end.

On that day, in preparation for our traditional 
Thanksgiving Day high school football game, our 
coach kept us on the practice field well beyond 
dusk. Throughout the afternoon, the mournful 
tolling of church bells could be heard near and far. It 
was almost impossible to concentrate and practice. 
Coach Stanley A. Goode (1922 - 2010) said, “Boys, 
life will go on.” 

I didn’t learn until many years later that both 
his mother and father had died by the time he had 
reached his senior year in high school. Coach Goode 
lived in the family home alone during his senior 
year. He went on to experience an accomplished life 
as a college graduate (Boston College), a standout 
football player, a veteran, a husband, father, 
grandfather, educator, and a respected coach. He 
was right, life does go on, but it is never the same. 

At 08:46:30 AM, Capt. Ogonowski’s plane 
was the first to crash into the World Trade Center. 
Flight 11 was traveling 465 mph, carrying about 
10,000 gallons of fuel, and hit between the 93rd 
and 99th floors of the North Tower. First Officer 
was Thomas McGuinness. Flight attendants were 
Barbara Arestegui, Jeffrey Collman, Sara Low, 
Karen Martin, Kathleen Nicosia, Betty Ong, Jean 
Roger, Dianne Snyder, and Amy Sweeney. 

These are not just names. These were living, 
breathing, working, hopeful, loving, intelligent, 
and beautiful human beings. They were capable and 
caring professionals, working hard, enjoying their 
profession, while providing for their families … now 
gone in an instant, gone forever. Seventeen minutes 
later United Airlines Flight 175 was flown into the 
South Tower. Also that day American Airlines Flight 
77 crashed into the Pentagon in Washington, DC, 
and United Airlines Flight 93 went down in a field 
in Shanksville, PA.

There were 2,996 people killed on “9/11,” 
including 343 firefighters, 60 police officers, and 8 
EMT’s. More than 6,000 people were wounded.1 

Too many to estimate have suffered emotionally, 
countless have experienced medical complications, 
and our way of life has been changed forever. 

Lee Guttentag, founder of Glass Remembrance, 
our friend and colleague who has partnered with 
Dodge, escaped from the 80th floor of the North 
Tower moments before it collapsed. After losing 
so many friends, and later her beloved dog Dozer, 
Lee’s artistic talents were re-directed to providing 
numerous products using cremated remains in glass. 
If you haven’t already, be sure to read Lee’s article 
in the spring 2017 edition of this magazine titled 

. It is available on 
our website or contact us for a copy. 

Captain Ogonowski, a fourth generation son 
of a Polish immigrant farming family, left three 
daughters, Laura, Caroline, and Mary Katherine, and 
his beloved wife, Peggy, a former flight attendant 
whom he met while working. He joined American 
Airlines in 1978 after serving in the U.S. Air Force 
Reserve flying a C-141 Aircraft, transporting 
equipment to and from Asia. Sometimes he returned 
to the United States with the bodies of American 
soldiers killed in the Vietnam War. He left the 
military with the rank of captain.2 Capt. Ogonowski 
and Sgt. Cotnoir had something very much in 
common. During a different time and a different 
war both made sure our heroes were returned home 
to their families.

On September 11, 2001, a beautiful Tuesday 
morning, Capt. Ogonowski arose early. He kissed 
his wife goodbye, looked in on his three sleeping 
daughters and headed towards Logan Airport in 
Boston, Massachusetts in his Chevy pickup truck. 
As he went by his Uncle Al’s house he gave two 
short customary toots of his horn. This was the last 
communication the family would ever have from 
him.2 

Approximately twelve days a month Capt. 
Ogonowski flew transcontinental flights for 
American Airlines. The remainder of the month 
was spent tending to his 150-acre family farm. Just 
as much as he loved flying, he loved his wife, his 
daughters, and his family farm. He tended to his 
peach orchard, blueberry patch, and acres set aside 
for corn, pumpkin, and hay. He was also a member 
of various farming, veterans, and civic organizations. 

Capt. Ogonowski was a leading advocate for 
aiding immigrant farmers from Cambodia and 
assisted as part of the New Entry Sustainable Farming 
Project. At the age of 50 and in his prime, he led an 
active, wholesome, and contributing life. He would 
be 67 years old today, having retired his captain’s 
uniform for his farming uniform—dungarees, a 
flannel shirt, and a most likely a Red Sox baseball 
cap. What a blessing this man was. His loss is just 
one of too many.

In addition to his wife and three daughters, 
respected airline captain and beloved farmer John 
Ogonowski also left his parents, two brothers, two 
sisters, and a host of friends and colleagues who 
admired, respected, and loved him. It pains me to 
record this.

*    *    *
I met Stevie Page in Michigan in 1969 when he 

was just shy of two years old. During winter break 
at college, my girlfriend at the time, now my wife, 
invited me to her home to meet the parents, as they 
say. It is that time honored tradition that I was not 
fully aware of, at the time. I had no idea I would also 
meet such a cute little guy who would steal my heart 
and who I would watch grow into a handsome man, 
a good father, and a gifted automobile mechanic.

Steve took his own life on May 17, 2004 at the 
age of 37. He left a wife, a 13-year-old daughter, 
a 10-year-old son, his mother, father, step-father, 

At 08:46:30 
AM, Capt. 
Ogonowski’s 
plane was the 
first to crash 
into the World 
Trade Center. 
Seventeen 
minutes later 
United Airlines 
Flight 175 was 
flown into the 
South Tower.

continued from page 23
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I once heard 
a cemetery 
superintendent 
say, “After the 
third generation, 
all the fl owers 
and all the 
survivors have 
disappeared. All 
that remains is 
the monument.”

grandmother, and a host of relatives and friends. 
We were shocked and deeply saddened, and remain 
so even after all these years. Grief never totally 
disappears. 

His mom, Sue, is my wife’s first cousin and was 
the maid of honor in our wedding 49 years ago. Sue 
and my wife Janis are not only cousins, they are best 
friends. After Steve’s funeral and cremation there was 
some confusion and indecision as to the disposition 
of his cremated remains. Janis and I explained to 
Sue, without being overbearing, how important it 
would be to have at least some of Stevie’s cremated 
remains interred in a place where she, and especially 
his children, “Sam” and Cody, could visit in the years 
to come. This was accomplished with permission 
from his widow. Steve now rests in the Bellevue, 
Michigan town cemetery in his Uncle Billy’s lot. A 
bronze marker with his name and dates is affixed to 
the rear of the monument. 

Daughter Samantha, now 27 years old, a 
beautiful and accomplished woman, was recently 
married. Although her father could not be at her side 
and walk her down the aisle on her wedding day, 
step-grandpa “Pops” did. Where could she now go to 
feel close to her daddy if his cremated remains were 
not in a special place? Nowhere that would afford 
her such peace. Fathers and daughters have a special 
relationship in life, and in death. “Dad is a daughter’s 
first love.” (Unknown)

*    *    *
Dominic was a hard as nails, crusty old 

fisherman in our seaport community. I didn’t 
know much about him, until his sons died. They 
both succumbed from using illicit drugs. Following 
the funeral Mass and interment of his second son, 
Dominic leaned on the family monument, looked 
me straight in the eye, and while choking back tears 
said, “I know they really aren’t here, but now I have 
a place to come to.” I simply nodded. Often times it 
is best to keep silent. “Never speak if you can nod.” 
(Martin Lomasney, 1859 – 1933).

*    *    *
After I had presented about funerals and 

memorialization at a church gathering, an older 
couple asked to speak with me in private. They 
quietly explained that their 12-year-old daughter 
was thrown from a horse years previously, suffering 
fatal injuries. She loved a certain mountain which she 
had joyfully climbed several times with her mommy 
and daddy. Their decision about the disposition of 
her cremated remains was to climb that mountain 
and scatter her ashes at the top. My heart sank when 
the mother tearfully explained, “That was forty-
five years ago. We are too old now to climb that 
mountain to be near her.” 

I was at a loss for words. They didn’t teach us in 
mortuary school how to respond to such heartache. 
Often times it is just learning on the job. If only they 
had interred a small portion of her cremated remains 
in a cemetery they now would have a place to go 
to. My gentle suggestion was, if they had a family 
cemetery lot, that they might bury an urn containing 
some of their child’s mementos and photos. A 
letter written to her and enclosing it would also be 

therapeutic. If there wasn’t a family lot, and they 
didn’t plan on purchasing one, this could be done on 
their own property. Now they’d have a place to feel 
close to her. I don’t know the outcome.

*    *    *
Those of us who work in the funeral profession 

already know that a final resting place, a stone with 
a name on it, a place where relatives and friends, 
and even a stranger can pause and reflect, will often 
times bring about profound peace and healing. Some 
will listen as we gently stress the importance of this. 
Some will not. My own sister listened following the 
death of her 47-year-old son, and has expressed her 
gratitude for the suggestion.

I didn’t know Capt. Ogonowski and probably 
never would have met him. He was a hero that day, 
one of many who fought to stay alive and to protect 
his crew and passengers. Steve Page was a good man, 
very handsome with a terrific smile, a great dad, and 
was deeply loved by his family and colleagues. He 
will forever be missed.

Both families, as well as Dominic, assuredly 
realize the importance of having that permanent 
place, their place to quietly visit and reflect. As 
Dominic best explained, they really aren’t there, 
but it is a place where he could go and feel close to 
his boys. No other place can provide that peace, that 
comfort.

I once heard a cemetery superintendent say, 
“After the third generation, all the flowers and all 
the survivors have disappeared. All that remains is 
the monument.” Before then, before we become like 
them, those who have gone on before us, we just 
might be fortunate enough to have a place to go to, 
to honor the dead. It could be the grave of a relative 
like Stevie, or a hero like Capt. Ogonowski. It is 
a place where the living find peace and experience 
renewed strength.

I never knew my great grandparents, and, 
of course, my great-great-grandparents. All their 
names, however, are inscribed upon their respective 
monuments where I can stand next to, to pause, 
reflect, and wonder. My blood is within that 
ground. Without our ancestors you and I would not 
be enjoying life today.

At a moment in time funeral service 
professionals respectfully care for the dead while 
serving the living. However, those who maintain 
our cemeteries, mausoleums, and columbariums, 
and those who provide our monuments perhaps do 
a far greater good. They bestow a lasting source of 
healing, reflection, and connection for those who 
mourn, and for all future generations. 

1 Wikipedia
2 Boston Globe 9/16/01 by staff

Dennis divides his time working in his Dodge 
sales territory in northeastern Massachusetts, 
and being in the office manning the technical 
support line, along with helping out with 
customer service.

Dennis Daulton
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Those of us of a certain age remember the 
transportation of the 60’s. The station wagon. 
That all purpose vehicle where you could throw 
the kids in the back. Seat belts? What seat belts? 
Pile in the luggage and take off. Almost everyone 
with 2.2 children owned a station wagon at some 
point. The car manufacturers even tried to make 
them cool, putting wood panels on the side and 
appealing to the surfin’ USA crowd because they 
could throw their surf boards and gear in and head 
for the waves. Of course, there were also sport 
utility vehicles, but those were mostly hard-driving 
jeeps that were designed for off-roading. And the 
first van not just used by electricians or carpet 
companies was the funky VW Bus, loved by hippies 
all over the world. My high school boyfriend had 
one of these, complete with shag carpet. And that’s 
all I have to say about that. 

Then in the 80’s a wave of change hit the car 
industry. The Baby Boomers were not just taking 
their kids on vacations, they were hauling them 
everywhere—school, sport activities, play dates, 
and music lessons. We were the helicopter, over-
involved soccer moms and dads who needed 
transportation that fit sports equipment, car  
seats, and teams of sweaty bodies. The mini-van 
was born. 

Then, consumer demands changed again.  
The 90’s brought us better fuel prices, lower 
interest rates, and the need to feel sexier. Who 
wants to drive a mini-van that tells everyone we 
couldn’t get the sports car because all of the kids 
wouldn’t fit in the latest model? 

And thus, the SUV craze was born. If you 
were alive and on the highway in the 1990s, it was 
the most noticeable change on the road. Within 
about five years in the late 1980s and into the 
early 1990s, the road was suddenly packed with 
these huge vehicles. They became a major cultural 
flashpoint. Some people loved them. Others hated 
them. For their size, their gas guzzling, their 
dominance on the road. 

“At the end of the day, what people really 
wanted, was something more car like, not a truck 
with four doors and a cab,” Brinley said. “They 
wanted something more comfortable on the road, 
but still gave them the flexibility and utility.” 
(Why Crossovers Conquered the American Highway The 
Atlantic, July 2014).

And so, the crossover was born to appeal to all 
the people who wanted the good parts of the SUV 
without the bad. Now every car maker is trying 
to get a piece of the action. There are over 25 
crossovers on the market. Each business is making 
sure that they have a diversity of choices when you 
walk onto their lots. 

So, Glenda, why the history of cars? Because, 
at the end of the day that’s exactly what we are 
talking about—cars. Whether it is a van, an SUV, a 
mini or a sports car, it’s just all about getting from 
point A to point Z. What the car manufacturers 
have demonstrated over this past millennium is the 
ability to read their customers, to be flexible and 
adaptable, to invent new names and expectations 
for the very basic activity of transportation. Can 
you imagine a car manufacturer saying, “Oh, our 

Clearly our 
customers, 
our families, 
are changing. 
We’ve said that 
in almost every 
way possible to 
bring home the 
fact that what 
worked in the 
80’s or even the 
90’s cannot,  
and will not, 
work now.

What We Have Here Is a 
Failure to Communicate

By Glenda Stansbury
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customers really want the traditional approach to 
driving, so we only sell the Cadillac Marquis”? 

And, do you know what else car manufacturers 
have done? Told us how they have changed and 
blasted to the mountaintops why those changes 
are good for you and why you should come try 
their vehicles. I have not done the research on it, 
but I would venture a guess that car commercials 
are second on the airwaves, coming in after the 
advertisements for medicine for every aliment 
known to man. 

We in the funeral profession are faced with 
the same dilemma. Clearly our customers, our 
families, are changing. We’ve said that in almost 
every way possible to bring home the fact that 
what worked in the 80’s or even the 90’s cannot, 
and will not, work now. If your funeral chapel 
looks just like it did in 1960, you are losing. If 
your service offerings haven’t changed since the 
last time the FTC issued wording requirements, 
you are so far behind I’m not sure you can catch 
up. And part of that problem is that we are not 
communicating in a way that engages or inspires 
the families out there who are making choices. The 
very word “funeral” conjures up visions of dour 
looking people in black clothing who are gloomy 
at best, and scary at worst, in a building where the 
dead people are. 

So how do we let people know that we are 
offering options? How do we expand the concept 
of “a funeral” to an experience that is right for 
each and every family? How do we communicate 
customized and personalized and unique and 
impactful in a way that encourages people to 
consider what we have to offer? How do we get 
beyond selling “cars” to selling sedans, SUVs, 
crossovers, and trucks? Consider this next section 
our end-of-the-year wrap-up for a wide variety of 
issues that should be top priorities in taking the 
next step toward a healthy and thriving firm. 

The first question is, are you? Are you offering 
an expanded variety of options, choices and visions 
for how services can be configured? If you think 
that having five different types of service folders 
and register books or a tribute video is the answer, 
then we have much bigger issues to discuss. 

If you are actually trying to adapt to the 
changing consumer tastes and wishes, then now is 
the time to try to figure out how to tell people that 
this is not Grandpa’s funeral home. 

Look around. In today’s climate, flexibility 
is required. Does your firm look like the old, 
traditional, muted place of solemnity and sadness? 
Does your chapel still have pews and stained glass? 
Is your Muzak set on the religious station? Is your 
staff still dressed in black suits and ties, looking 
ominous and untouchable instead of inviting? Do 
you have options for gathering spaces? Do you 
have the ability to play a wide variety of music and 
videos? Can you host a reception? Are you ready 
to go on the road and take everything to a park, 
a barn or a golf course? Do you have access to a 
selection of trained professionals to serve your 
families, including Certified Celebrants?

If not, it’s time. Time to reassess and decide 
exactly how you want to be seen and what the 
future should look like. Bring a group of 30 year 
olds in and ask their opinions. After all, they are 
your next generation of customers. Are you a 
place to gather and have a celebration, a tribute, 
a safe place to grieve and to laugh and to heal? If 
not, you are still trying to sell station wagons in a 
crossover world.

Look at your website. Most funeral home 
websites are boring and do little to educate or 
engage. Lots of “we are here to serve you with 
dignity and respect” language and nothing that tells 
the public why they need a funeral in clear and 
professional language. We dance around the issue 
and splash pretty pictures of hearts and flowers and 
flags. Do you have a concise statement about why 
we have funerals and the value of remembering 
and ceremony that is tied to the grief journey? 
Can each of your staff articulate to anyone who 
asks why a funeral is important, based upon the 
common mission belief expressed on your website?

Do you have prices available? That has become 
such a hot button topic but, do you shop at any 
other website that does not have prices right there? 
Even car dealers, where prices can be changed and 
negotiated, at least have a starting amount on their 
sites. It’s time we embrace transparency. 

Ask ten people who are not affiliated with 
your firm to look at your site and then get their 
brutally honest opinions about how it could be 
upgraded, improved, or overhauled. 

Analyze your community involvement. That 
does not mean hosting clergy breakfasts or going 
to Rotary. Those are fine, but they definitely do 
not get the word out to the right audience. Are you 
planning a consistent and strategic map for telling 
the community why your services are important? 
What does that look like?

InSight and Dodge have partnered to produce 
some wonderful new Grief Notes that address 
specific types of losses. These are perfect to place in 
your foyer or gathering space for people to pick up 
or to give to your families as part of your aftercare 
program. But, there is one of the Grief Notes that 
should be a part of every encounter you have, Why 
Have a Funeral? This brochure outlines the value of 
the funeral, the impact of grief, and the healing 
properties of gathering. This belongs in your pre-
need mailings, at your community events, in your 
materials at first call and available to every church, 
organization, hospice, and nursing home.

People think of funeral directors much like 
car salesmen—a necessary evil who are intent on 
upselling and that are to be avoided until absolutely 
necessary. So, if we let an expert in grief be our 
voice, explain why a funeral/gathering/tribute is 
absolutely vital to their physical, emotional and 
spiritual health, then they might be more willing 
to listen to what we have to say. They might see us 
as a guide rather than a groan.

Community gatherings. Are you having a 
holiday memorial service? Is it the same old 
service that you’ve done for ten years? Same songs, 
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same gift, same clergy, same tree. Isn’t it time to 
make that a highlight of the year? This might be 
the only time you get some people to come into 
your building. Put your best foot forward and 
impress them with meaning and service. Connect 
with a Certified Celebrant who can put together a 
service that honors and fits all lives and will touch 
the hearts of everyone who attends.

And, finally, are you being brave? Are you 
taking every opportunity to be intentional and 
vocal about who you are, what you do, and why it 
is important to people? I have an amazing example:

Her name is Dora. She is a young funeral 
director in California and is responsible for 
community outreach for the firm. She came to 
Celebrant training at the ICCFA University in 
Memphis in July. Shy and soft-spoken, the thought 
of standing up in front of a group of people was 
intimidating to the point where she could hardly 
breathe. But, she gathered up her courage and her 
talents and did a wonderful job with her funeral 
presentation for the class. And then the very next 
week, before the ink was dry on her certificate, 
she did this: 

Hello All,

presentation on the importance of Celebrants.  There is 

a congregation in the Temecula Valley called the Center 
for Spiritual Living that always guides their families to 
select Direct Cremations. I took parts of the slide show on 

about the importance of healing and how a celebrant can 
be an important liaison for families to begin the healing 
process. I presented my Hugo’s service and I had everyone 
in tears.  After my presentation, I had a Q&A, it was more 

a Remembrance, Celebration of Life, Gathering, could 
include a service without mention of God/Jesus or any 
other religion.  

Look at that. Finding groups who would never 
consider coming to see you because they think 
you are only selling Cadillacs and educating and 
encouraging them to understand that you have 
a wide variety of options—from a VW bug to a 
Mercedes. That’s smart. That’s how we survive. 
That’s brilliant. Go do that!

Glenda Stansbury, CFSP, MALS is the Dean of 
the InSight Institute of Funeral Celebrants, VP 
of InSight Books, adjunct professor for UCO 
Funeral Service Department and a practicing 
Certified Funeral Celebrant. You can contact her 
at celebrantgs@gmail.com.

Remember your Families  
at the Holidays

Thoughts for the Holidays
Finding Permission to Grieve  
Item #910392

Holiday Comfort Card
Item #910398

From Doug Manning and InSight Books

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



32The Dodge Magazine

This issue of the Dodge Magazine brings to a close 
the year-long celebration of the 125th Anniversary 
of  The Dodge Company. It is a privilege to write a 
“capstone” to this auspicious occasion by shining a 
light on the reasons that Dodge has sustained such 
dominance in its field.

The formulas for Dodges products are, 
understandably, closely guarded proprietary 
secrets. But in this column, I am going to expose 
the “secret formula” to the success of The Dodge 
Company over 125 years. Just stop and think 
about that for a minute. How many businesses of 

any type survive for that long, much less achieve 
and maintain dominance in their market? The sad 
fact is that only half of small businesses today last 
more than five years, and the average life span of an 
S&P 500 company is now only 20 years. All of this 
makes Dodge one of the best business stories never 
told. Space here does not allow me to begin to do 
it justice, but I will attempt to use a few historical 
facts to demonstrate why the Dodge longevity 
should be studied in business schools. It is the stuff 
that textbooks are written about. But in this case 
there is nothing ginned up about it. It is as organic 

By Jacquie Taylor, PhD
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as breathing to the Dodge family, and by that I 
mean not only the people born into it but also the 
world-wide network of those of us lucky enough 
to work with them. One simply has to understand 
“The Dodge Way,” which can be summed up in two 
elements: Principles and People. 

Please understand that you would never know 
some of the things I am going to tell you unless 
someone like me pointed them out, because 
you would never hear anything of the sort from 
members of the Dodge family. Despite the fact 
that they own and operate a global enterprise, 
the Dodges are the most unpretentious people on 
earth. They eschew all the conspicuous trappings 
that people with a fraction of their success often 
crave. They lead not by contrived ideas they read 
in some book or learned in some class. They lead 
by core values that have been transmitted from 
generation to generation, decade after decade, 
for 125 years. So what is the “secret formula”? 
The first and most important thing to understand 
is the Dodge ethos, or what some call “corporate 
culture.” People who don’t “get it” don’t stay with 
Dodge even though it is obvious to anyone going 
in with their eyes open: Work hard, stay humble, 
do the right thing, don’t sacrifice service for the 
proverbial “bottom line.” The beauty of it is in its 
simplicity. Many organizations can over-complicate 
a “one car funeral.”

One of my favorite Dodge stories illustrates 
this well. One time I was invited to the Dodge 
headquarters in Cambridge for some sort of 
meeting with the family. We were visiting and it 
became midday so the Dodges asked me if I would 
like to join them for lunch. I was happy to accept 
but even more delighted when we all just walked 
into the employee lunch room and made peanut 
butter and jelly sandwiches! I treasure that simple 
but special memory because it meant to me that 
the Dodges knew I “got” them. They didn’t have to 
“put on the dog” for me!

The Dodge family and the Dodge Sales 
Representatives are the public face of the company. 
So-called “experts” have told them that field 
representatives are a “thing of the past” and that 
everything should be done electronically. But 
Dodge built its business on “boots on the ground” 
service and they are still as committed as ever to 
being where they need to be to do the most good. 
All of us who have practiced funeral service know 
it: Your Dodge Rep is your trusted source for the 
latest innovations in products and techniques. But 
more importantly, they are your “go to” person 
when you struggle with a difficult case or just need 
some extra hands. Day or night, 24/7, they do 
what needs to be done. It is a unique competitive 
distinction that Dodge does, not because they are 
brilliant marketing strategists, but because they 
know it is what funeral service practitioners need.

For Dodge customers, it is no news that 
Dodge Sales Representatives are often second 
generation Dodge associates. Cultivating that kind 
of continuity over the years has been key to Dodge’s 

success. There is one case that deserves special 
mention and that is the Cullen family. Arthur 
V. Cullen, Sr. served as a Sales Representative 
starting with Dodge in 1924. He is a legend in 
Eastern Massachusetts funeral service. After heroic 
service in WWII, Arthur Jr. joined his father in the 
territory in 1947. His brother Dick joined the two 
of them in 1954 and, when he was satisfied that 
his territory was in well-trained hands, Arthur Sr. 
retired after 30 years of service. Arthur Jr. went 
on to be the long-time Executive Director of the 
Massachusetts state board and Dick stayed with 
Dodge until his retirement in 1997. If you do the 
math, that means there was at least one Cullen 
associated with Dodge for 77 years! 

In addition to the familiar family and reps, 
I also want to remind you that there is a hard 
working group of people “behind the scenes” to 
support those reps. Here is a chance to shine a light 
on their unsung efforts and to let you put a face to 
those voices on the telephone. The Call Center in 
Billerica has numerous agents ready and willing to 
serve. It doesn’t have to be an order. You can call 
with a question about a product, a technical issue, 
or to access a vast array of resources. If an agent 
doesn’t know the answer, they will find out who 
does. It’s “The Dodge Way.”

One particular example of Dodge customer 
service principles lived out is Walter Noftle, who 
held the all-time record for longest employment 
with Dodge. He worked in numerous positions at 
the “home office” over a span of – wait for it – almost 
68 years! How could that be? Most likely because 
Walter understood the Dodge ethos perfectly. He 
quietly and unassumingly just went about his work 
doing whatever was asked of him. He was at work 
until just days before his death and his family said 
he was fretting right up to the end about missing it. 
Just like it feels without Jake and Mike Dodge, the 
home office doesn’t seem right without Walter. You 
just expect him to be around there somewhere!

Perhaps the pithiest way to capture my point is 
to let the words of a colleague competitor say it all. 
According to an old internal memo penned by Jake 
Dodge, when Bill Pierce (Pierce Chemicals) first 
met George Burgess Dodge II in the mid-1940s, he 
said, “I’m going to imitate your company in every 
way I can. You people are clearly the leaders and 
there’s no point in imitating the also-rans.” There 
were 284 embalming fluid companies in 1933 – 
when the practice was coming to full maturity in 
the U.S. Now there are only a handful. Bill Pierce 
was right then and he still is today. Dodge has been 
there for you in the past, is now, and will be there 
for you in the future – leading the way.

Dr. Jacquie Taylor is the Special Projects 
Coordinator at The Dodge Company and a 
consultant in the areas of management and 
leadership. She is a veteran funeral service 
practitioner and educator.
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“Jerome Burke,” said my Monica as we were on 
our fifth time round the exhibition hall at the 
Convention, “it’s a funeral in the Burke family 
you’ll be having if you take me round this course 
one other time – me with both feet walked off clear 
to the elbow, and in new shoes, too!”

“All right, alannah,” I told her. “We’ll go back 
to the hotel, take our shoes off, and…”

“Indeed, and we won’t,” she cut in. “If I ever 
get these shoes off, I’ll never in the world be able 
to put ‘em on again. I tell you, Jerry omuirnin, it’s 
a dead corpse I’m after bein’, lacking only sense 
enough to lie down and admit it.”

“Hi, there, Mr. Burke,” Bill Fellows of the Elite 
Casket Company hailed me, “come take a gander at 
this little number. The Elite Princesse. Ain’t it a 
darb? They sure named it right. Ain’t it the sort o’ 
thing any princess would have?”

It was a lovely piece of work, silver-finished 
twelve-gauge bronze, lined with shell-pink tufted 
celanese, with urn ends and slim, straight lines. The 
family price would be a pretty penny. I grinned at 
Bill. “You’ve got a point there, son,” I told him, 
“but if I were looking for a customer for that case, 
I’d pick a bricklayer or a motor mechanic with a 
steady job instead of a prince or princess.”

“Huh,” Bill looked at me. “I s’pose you’ve had 
experience with buryin’ royalty?”

“I have, son,” I told him. “I sure have. Plenty.”
*  *  *

“It was back in the summer of 1947,” I told 
Monica as we got into the taxi to take us back to the 
hotel, “when Dr. Barstow called me to take charge 
of Mrs. Philpotts. He’d been fighting interstitial 
nephritis for her, and the disease had finally won. 
‘She has no known kin,’ he told me, ‘so I’m acting 
as her “next friend.” You can take out letters of 
administration as her estate’s only creditor.’

“Her estate, is it?” I asked, “Is there any?”
“She has a $500 ‘burying policy’ with the John 

Adams Company,” he answered. “That ought to be 
enough. As far as I’m concerned, she paid me on 
the barrelhead, so I haven’t a cent’s worth of claim 
against the estate.”

The little one room, bath and kitchenette 
apartment in which she’d lived was neat as the 
proverbial pin, and spoke as plainly as large print of 
its former owner’s genteel poverty. In the bureau 
drawer we found a white tissue paper-wrapped 
parcel, with a card inscribed in a neat feminine 
hand, “For My Burial.” When we opened it, there 
was a scent of lavender.

Inside we found a gown of stiff brocade, a 
complete set of daintily embroidered lingerie, a 

pair of heavy white silk stockings, a pair of white 
kid slippers, slightly discolored by age, and a pair 
of long white kid gloves, the kind that reach almost 
to the shoulders. Next to the parcel of clothes was a 
thick envelope containing an industrial policy with 
the John Adams Insurance Company. It was for 
$500, and made payable to the estate of Mrs. Maria 
Ivanova Philpotts.

Dr. Bartow filled me in on her background. 
She was a widow, living on a small pension 
supplemented by meager wages earned as a sales 
woman at the Pink Rabbit Gifte Shoppe and an 
occasional job as a baby sitter.

I’d never seen a gown quite like the one we 
found in her bureau. It was a stiff brocade of gold 
on a white background, but the fabric, which had 
a smooth, soft touch, was obviously not silk. Julie 
Fernandez gave me a clue when she’d finished 
dressing Mrs. Philpotts’ hair. “That’s royalty, Mr. 
Jerry,” she told me.

“Royalty?” I echoed. “How d’ye mean?”
“I saw a gown like that once, while Madame 

Baumer was playing in Vienna in 1913. There was 
a box full of princes and duchesses and counts and 
things at the Opera House. Nobody noticed a little 
ten-year-old girl tiptoeing about out front while the 
lights were down. I crept into one of the boxes and 
touched the lovely gown one of the pretty ladies 
was wearing. It was like this; gold brocade on linen. 
Only royalty – or people in the near royal class – 
wore such gowns, and I don’t believe they’ve had 
that material since the end of World War I.”

*  *  *
Just because I happened to be the estate’s only 

known creditor, I didn’t think I had a right to go hog 
wild on a funeral. There might be other creditors, 
or maybe some unknown relatives. If any of these 
turned up we might run into complications. I’d 
seen that sort of thing happen. So I watched my 
step and arranged the sort of funeral you have when 
the family orders “everything as nice as possible, 
but not too expensive.” Late in 1946 I’d bought 
up six caskets of a discontinued line of Bostwick 
cases, good caskets covered with ripple plush and 
lined with a good grade of rayon. They’d been 
made to sell at a family price of $400, and looked 
worth every cent of it, but somehow hadn’t taken 
on. I’d got the whole lot for $150, f.o.b. factory, 
less eight percent for cash. There was just one left, 
and it looked as if it had been specially tailored to 
complement that gold and white brocade gown. 
When I’d figured everything, including a single 
grave space in Oak Lawn, there was almost $200 
left in the “estate,” and I’d still made a reasonable, 
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Jerome is an old funeral director who has told his 
tales to numerous generations of Dodge Magazine 
readers.
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though not sensational, profit.
We hadn’t any idea of her religious affiliations, 

and I was wondering whom I’d get to officiate 
when, the day before the funeral, Mary Garvey 
announced a gentleman to see me.

He was something out of an era that was past. 
My guess was he was somewhere in his late fifties 
or early sixties. His hair was pewter-gray, as was his 
little, trimly waxed mustache, his eyes were almost 
obscured by heavy, black rimmed nose glasses 
that trailed a wide black ribbon. He wore a suit 
of black mohair with a white linen waistcoat and 
white linen spats over black patent leather shoes; 
his wide-brimmed Panama was bound with a scarf 
of black silk, and a black malacca cane hung from 
the crook of his left elbow. But his rather jaunty 
costume was belied by his tired, world-weary face. 
His eyes had a strange, faraway look, and beneath 
the bristling tips of his waxed mustache the corners 
of his mouth drooped sadly. The card he handed 
me bore the inscription “Demetrios Stephanovich,” 
nothing else, except the outline of a sort of coronet 
or crown above the legend.

For a long moment he stood looking at me as if 
he’d never seen anything quite like me – and didn’t 
care if he never saw my like again – then abruptly, 
he announced, rather than asked, “You have the 
body of Mrs. Maria Ivanova Philpotts here?”

“Yes,” I answered, and before I had a chance to 
say more he demanded, “D’ye know who she was?

“I do not,” I told him. “She was entrusted to me 
by her physician, acting as her next friend, and…”

“She was the last reigning Princess of 
Modenstein,” he interrupted. “I am her brother, 
and her last loyal subject, and am here to see that 
she is given burial according to her rank.” He 
paused and smiled a little unpleasantly before he 
added, “but I don’t suppose that means anything to 
an American.”

I was on the point of telling him the Burkes 
were kings in Ireland before the Normans came to 
England, and I, descended from old royalty, was 
proud and happy to be an American, but I didn’t. 
For all his high-flown and rather impressive dress, 
the man was obviously worried, as my guess was his 
worry was about money.

His next remark confirmed my suspicion. 
“Was…is there sufficient money for a fitting 
funeral?” he asked with something of a tremor in 
his voice.

“Enough,” I told him rather shortly. “Five 
hundred dollars. We didn’t need quite all of it.” 
When I showed him what we’d done, he was 
more than satisfied, except for one thing. The 
nameplate should be changed to read HER SERENE 
HIGHNESS, LAST REIGNING PRINCESS OF 
MODENSTEIN, he insisted.

*  *  *
 He wasn’t a bad fellow when you came 

to know him. I was on the point of going out to 
luncheon when he called, and asked him if he’d 
come along. The speed with which he accepted my 
invitation told me he could put a square meal to 

good use. Over cold boiled salmon – it was Friday 
– and a bottle of white wine, topped off with a 
good cigar, he told me their story. Modenstein 
was a little hops-and-malt kingdom sandwiched in 
between Germany and Russia. It was so small and 
of such little strategic importance that neither of 
its powerful neighbors thought it worth annexing, 
so it continued independent until 1914. Then 
there was a revolution. The population was 
predominantly German, but the House of Rubinov 
from which the ruling family came was Russian. 
Popular sympathy was with Germany, the Princess 
inclined toward Russia, so she was driven from her 
throne and country, and with her younger brother 
Demetrios came to America with little more than 
the clothes she stood in. Demetrios became a sort 
of glorified office boy – they called him a “front 
man” – for a Wall Street brokerage house; Maria 
Ivanova was a “consultant” – which meant high-class 
saleswoman – for a cosmetics firm, but quit her job 
to marry Ralph Philpotts, a reporter on the old  
New York Herald. When we got into the war in 1917,  
Ralph joined the Marines and was killed at  
Chateau-Thierry.

Maria Ivanova received a small pension, but 
had to piece it out with odd jobs. Somehow, since 
her widowhood, she couldn’t seem to settle down, 
and so she drifted to New England, and, finally, to 
me. That was all there was to the story.

We arranged for services at the Orthodox 
Church of St. Constantine and St. Helen, and 
Demetrios spent almost all of the residue of the 
estate for Masses and flowers, getting me to advance 
the money and giving him his quitclaim in return.

*  *  *
“And wasn’t there anything else in that parcel 

of clothes?” asked Monica as I finished.
“You would ask that,” I answered. “Yes, there 

was. There was a photograph of a good-looking 
youngster in a World War I Marine uniform, with 
a note attached to it. It said, ‘Please be sure to lay 
this on my heart when I am buried.’”

Monica searched her handbag and her jacket 
pockets, and finally pulled a handkerchief from 
my breast pocket. “Och,” she said as she wiped her 
eyes. “So she was born a princess, was she? And 
what’s being a princess – or a queen or empress 
– compared with being a loved and loving wife? 
Jerome Burke, this I know as surely as I know I’m 
sitting here beside you: She spent those long, weary 
years of widowhood not in thinking of, or longing 
for, her former royal state, but for the lover of her 
heart who was killed at Chateau-Thierry. May the 
good Lord grant her sweet reunion with him in the 
Happy Land beyant.”
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