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Good till your last drop

These days, our loved ones are going out in style with a range of eco-friendly caskets,

shrouds and burial practices, writes Alison Garwood-Jones

1d habits die hard, espe-

cially in the funeral in-
dustry. The

preservationists (of bodies,

that is) would have us believe

that Cadillac-sized coffins are
the only way to go. And, so far,
most Canadians agree.

These traditional models,
made of rare woods with plush
interiors, metal linings and
multiple coatings of shellac,
are designed to comfort fami-
lies and protect occupants
from pushy tree roots, march-
ing insects and runoff from
downpours.

Inside the box, corpses can
buy a little more time if loved
ones book them for a disinfec-
tant rinse in formaldehyde and
mercuric chloride

Enter the conservationists.
Sooner or later, the buzz over
environmental footprints and
green bins had to extend to
our final act on Earth.

So here we are, then, talking
about the most ecological,
least toxic ways to dispose of
our own flesh and blood, and
deciding on the kinds of flow-
ers we want to lie beneath. Will
it be perfectly manicured petu-
nia beds or wild honeysuckle?

“Death is the last taboo to
come out of the closet,” says
Mary Anne Brinkmann, direc-
tor of the Natural Burial Asso-
ciation, a Toronto-based
non-profit group that formed
in 2005 to encourage alterna-
tive green burial practices.

When you combine our ac-
tive avoidance of the subject of
death with the shock and grief
we feel when we lose a loved
one, is it any wonder that the
Canadian funeral industry is
pulling in a billion dollars a
year with the sale of deluxe
caskets and big headstones?

“When you’re in tears, of
course you’re going to say yes
to the biggest, most expensive
option,” Brinkman says.

What people don’t realize is
that they have the power to
negotiate with undertakers for
the container and service of
their choice. “There are ways
the body can be returned to
the Earth that isn’t wasteful or
harmful,” Brinkman says. Ask
and you’ll find that most fun-
eral homes in Canada now of-
fer biodegradable coffins:
simple untreated pine caskets
for about $200, or one-tenth
the price of the polished ma-
hogany models.

But if the no-frills option just
isn’t you, there are many other
ways to go, including groovy
papier maché caskets, whim-
sical urns and wispy silk
shrouds.

The most stylish of them all
is the EcoPod, the brainchild of
designer Hazel Selene
(www.ecopod.co.uk), based in
Brighton, England. These light-
weight caskets look like snap
peas or yoga sneakers and are
made of recycled newsprint
and office paper held together
with a vegetable cellulose
hardener. After the pods are
sanded down, they’re overlaid
with handmade paper made
from mulberry leaves and ex-
tracts of silk, then imprinted
with dove, Aztec sun or Celtic
cross motifs. Depending on
how damp the soil is, they can

take anywhere from eight
weeks to six months to break
down. Right now, the pods
cost about the same as a high-
end casket (around $5,000),
but the company is set to
mass-produce them, which
will lower the price consider-
ably.

Selene also makes the Arka
Acorn Urn, a 10-by-80-inch
brown and moss green chalice.
Biodegradable urns have
proved popular with Bud-
dhists, but Selene tries to gent-
ly suggest to other clients that
cremation, while still better
than embalming, is not the
most eco-friendly option.

“It uses a vast amount of en-
ergy to fire up the ovens. Then
we’re polluting the atmos-
phere with what we send up
the chimney.”

So who else is thinking out-
side the box?

“All types of people are
showing an interest in green
burials,” Selene says. “Some
are deeply concerned about
the effect of traditional burials
on the environment.” They ob-
ject to the use of carcinogenic
embalming fluids, rain-forest
woods and “green concrete”
(eco-speak for the lawns in
most cemeteries). The latter
rely on phosphate-heavy fertil-
izers, discourage the growth of
native flora and fauna and are
a waste of water and energy to
maintain.

Esmerelda Kent, a San Fran-
cisco-based designer of burial
shrouds made from herbal-
lined raw Dupioni silks, linen
and hand-spun wools
(www.kinkaraco.com), and a
former consultant on the HBO
series Six Feet Under, sums it
up: “Those who believe the
body is the person try to pre-
serve it into infinity. But those
who believe the body is a vehi-
cle of a person’s essence - and
that it’s the essence that lives
on - are less concerned about
copper-lined vaults and air-
tight caskets. They’re the ones
turning to the organic option.”

It takes years to-shift an in-
dustry (the greening of cars
and construction being a case
in point). But if the change in
attitude in England toward
green burials is any indication,
then the funeral industry is
poised for a major overhaul.

“In a decade, we’ve gone
from dyed-in-aspic Victorian to
significantly organic,” Selene
says.

There are about 250 green
burial cemeteries in England
right now and more to come as
farmers sell off their land to
green undertakers in response
to the spread of foot and
mouth disease.

The first green cemetery in
Canada is set to open next fall
at the Royal Oak Burial Park in
Victoria. Selene believes there
is room for change in every
Western country because gov-
ernments see no value in dead
bodies. “There’s a huge
amount of legislation around
newborn babies, who are going
to be of use to society, but
none around corpses. If you
think about it, it’s liberating.
People are finally realizing
they can design their own
send-off.”
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EcoPod is a stylish lightweight
casket made from recycled
newsprint and office paper.
ECOPOD

Ashes to fine art

BY CECILY ROSS

ho wants to rest in
peace when you can
rest in a piece of genu-

ine art? Maureen Lomasney
brings ashes and art together
at Funeria.com, a California-
based company that sells origi-
nal handcrafted cremation
urns to a clientele put off by
the mass-produced kitsch
available in the so-called
death-care market.

“More and more, we're being
asked for custom pieces,” Lo-
masney says. “The majority
are purchased by clients in ad-
vance of their own needs, to
be kept in their homes as art
objects.”

Not that fine art is necessari-
ly serious. “I've noticed that
many people have a real sense
of whimsy when it comes to
their final resting place,” Lo-
masney says. She tells of one
client who purchased a per-
sonalized wooden cigar de-
signed by artist Michael Creed
to be used as a humidor in life,
and then as a cremation urn
($1,750 to $5,000, depending
on size).

“His children, of course, were
appalled that their father
wanted his remains to be kept
in a cigar. But he loved the
idea,” Lomasney says.

Funeral urns are big business
these days. Cremation rates
have been rising steadily since
1976, when only about 8 per
cent of deceased North Ameri-
cans went up in smoke. By
2005, the figure was around 30
per cent.

There’s no reason you can’t
place ashes in whatever you
want, Lomasney says. “If your
father was a fisherman and
you want t6 put them in a
tackle box, why not?” she says.
“ believe it is your responsibil-
ity to honour them in whatev-
er fashion suits them.”

The size of the urn is based
on the size of the person. A
200-pound person, for in-
stance, would require a 200-
cubic-inch container. Some
couples buy larger urns so that
their ashes can be co-mingled.

Others decide to buy a num-
ber of small urns so that a
loved one’s ashes can be divid-
ed up and given to family
members. To that end, Funeria
sells a group of four charming
miniature drums handcrafted
from maple burls by carver
Scott Dewaard ($1,700 or $425
each).

Catherine Asher, the Vancou-
ver-based owner of Travelling
Light Awareness, a company
that organizes memorial cele-
brations for people who are
cremated, is also the Western
Canadian sales rep for Funeria.

She bought an aqua-glazed
clay vessel with a sterling sil-
ver lid hand-thrown by potter
Carol Green ($525) for herself.
Asher keeps her cremation urn
at home. “This is a way we can
introduce beauty into the ex-
perience,” she says.

California-based Funeria offers creative urns, including clay pots,
cigars and rocket ships. FUNERIA

Death that becomes us

Some cremation rituals stretch the boundaries of credulity and innovation. Here are a few memorable ways
to usher the soul into the sweet, if sooty, hereafter:

1. Store mom'’s ashes in the Urn-a-matic designed by capturing the carbon from the ash, heating it fo

by Darin Montgomery, an 18-inch plexiglass
vintage vacuum cleaner that plays Seasons in

become graphite, then pressing it info a large,
rough diamond ($3,100 to $18,000 at www.life-

the Sun ($1,900 at www.funeria.com. All prices in gem.com).

U.S. dollars).

------------------- -...v. | | 5, If you send a small amount of cremation ash to

2. The ideal resting place for the Hells Angel in your | Edmonton-based Honour Industries, the firm will
life is the Born fo Ride Motorcycle urn, a keepsake- | create a pencil and use it to draw a portrait of the
sized replica of a flaming biker's gas tank ($249 at deceased ($5,000 for a 12-to-16-inch likeness). And

www.perfectmemorials.com).

Michigan-based Ashes to Portraits will mix cremat-

------------------------ ed remains with oils and create a painting of your

3. For your beloved environmentalist, there's the beloved ($1,699 for a 16-by-20-inch portrait at

Biodegradable Scattering Urn, made of pressed

www.ashestoportraits.com).

coﬁon_ Place in on water and it wi" floaf for 2 few ................................................................................
moments before gently sinking away forever ($124 | 6. Travelling Light Awareness will attach cremated

at www.perfectmemorials.com).

remains to fireworks and launch a spectacular dis-

------------------------- play over water to dispose of and honour your fam-

4. Lifegem will turn your late lover into a real jewel | ily member (call Catherine Asher at 604-255-7933).




