Ashes to ashes -- to a lovely ring, or a teddy bear

Grief industry puts some fun into dying, at least for those left behind, Joanne Laucius writes.
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In the new grief industry, a diamond can be forever. Or a painting, a teddy bear or a coral reef.

A trade show at the National Funeral Directors Association convention that wrapped up in Chicago yesterday showcased how aging baby boomers are revamping the funeral industry.

Exhibitors included LifeGems, a company that transforms the carbon in cremated remains to graphite and finally a yellow or blue diamond. The company's products range from $2,700 to almost $20,000 U.S. for a one-carat diamond.

It also offers diamonds made of pet remains.

"The paths of glory now lead but to the gift shop and museum," journalist Jessica Mitford said in her bestselling 1963 book The American Way of Death in which she advocated cremation as a cheap and sensible option.

And it appeared the public may have taken heed to her budget-conscious suggestions. In 1963, about 3.5 per cent of all Americans were cremated. By the time Ms. Mitford revised her book just before her death in 1996, that has risen to 21 per cent.

Demand continues to drive the industry. At the Chicago conference, attendees heard talks on topics ranging from "embalming the obese" to "creating the ultimate funeral experience." Death and memorials remain a major industry and have branched off in ways Ms. Mitford could hardly have predicted.

One exhibitor this week was showing Harley-Davidson cylinder heads used to house cremation remains. Another showed a motorcycle "hearse" with a sidecar to carry the casket.

"The Baby Boom wants things their way, they want it right now and they don't mind paying for it. It may be driving some of the innovation," said Tony Sims, who runs a company called Grief Inc. with his wife, Darcie, and daughter, Alicia.

Grief Inc. licenses boutiques called The Grief Store run out of funeral homes and featuring products such as books and videos about grief as well as memorial products such as picture frames with the inscription "May love be what you remember the most."

Exhibitors at the show showed teddy bears with a space inside to put cremated remains and crystal sculptures that contain remains.

Remains can be shot into the Earth's orbit. A company called Eternal Reefs mixes cremated remains with the concrete that, once solidified, will eventually form the basis of a coral reef. Some people ask to be placed on the same reef as their pets.

One of Mr. Sims' favourite products from the trade show was a line of wall hangings, tapestries and afghans that could have a photo of the deceased custom-woven into them.

He has heard of cremated remains being used in a painting. Mr. Sims' family has already bought him a bronze eagle sculpture that rests on a box that will eventually hold his remains.

"I get to enjoy the eagle now," he said.
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