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DEADLY BUSINESS
Violence Roils Black Funeral Parlors

By GARY FIELDS
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CINCINNATI -- Clarence Glover has a surveillancengaa in the chapel of his funeral home.
Joseph Garr sometimes carries a revolver in hissee€arl Swann Jr. is contemplating leaving
the business.

The three directors of black funeral parlors hereehbeen assaulted at services and each has had
gunshots fired during burials. Concealed-weaporesfymeral intelligence briefings, cameras,
panic buttons and armed security guards are begpasmuch a part of services as the eulogy.

"I've been in this business 42 years and I'm jitteow," Mr. Glover says.

Across the country, black morticians are changiegvtay they operate. The reason: a spike in
African-American murders -- and the violence tlanstimes follows victims to the grave. In an
echo of more volatile parts of the world, suchras land Afghanistan, African-American
morticians report seeing an increase in violentlbar, and occasional killings, at funerals.

The violation of the once-sacrosanct funeral is one
byproduct of a little-noticed upswing in the murdate
of African-Americans. The number of blacks killed i
America, mostly by other blacks, has been edgingtup
a time when the rate for other groups has beerflat
falling.
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As a result, the black murder-victim toll exceelaiat tof
the far larger white population. According to thesn
recent statistics from the Federal Bureau of
Investigation, the number of whites murdered dreppe
slightly, to 6,956 from 7,005 between 2004 and 200& number of blacks killed rose 11%, to
7,421 from 6,680.

African-Americans, who make up 13% of the populaticave long had a higher homicide rate
than other groups. And the total number of blackdats is still significantly lower than in the
early 1990s, when the U.S. was hit by a wave ofdalated killings. At that time, though,
"funeral homes used to be the most respected pyacesould walk into beside the church,” says
Jeff Gardner, a co-owner of A.D. Porter & Sons auisville, Ky., and a third-generation
undertaker. "Nobody respects life and the younkgsfolowadays don't mind dying." TODAY'S MOST POPULAR
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from which to view the trend. There are no compnshee statistics on assaults or other crimes at
funerals. And the violence has not touched alllbblmmmmunities. Still, the topic has become a hatre

one in the industry.
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Rising Incidence of Violence Also read these stories:
Last year, the National Funeral Directors & Mouwit$ Association -- a black trade group -- held @ersonalized Home Page Setup
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. . A . L. about the companies, industries and
premises. Among some strategies recommended: Biagesecurity and not publicizing funerals. topics that interest you most.

Since 2006, police in Boston, Goldsboro, N.C., Iswilie, Los
Angeles and St. Louis have investigated black nmsrtieat
occurred at or immediately after funeral servi€@kfive cases
reviewed for this article, four were at the funeraf other murder
victims. Two were gang related. One was a reveiitjiegk Two
remain unexplained.

Victims of Violence

Historically, homicide rates have
been much higher for blacks than
for the overall population

Homicide victimization rate
par 100,000 people

Sitting in the office of his funeral parlor on RézglRoad in
Cincinnati, funeral director Mr. Glover, 58 yeatd,@can see
images from three cameras at once. They allow biwew all the
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public areas inside the House of Glover FuneraliSemas well as
the back door. He's had the system up and runoindpfee months.

On at least two occasions, he says, gunfire ategsées forced him to dive into the dirt. "Bulleisn't have names," he says.

If a funeral has the possibility of "drama," aspus it, Mr. Glover hires security at $25 to $50hmur per guard. He also
assembles his staff two hours prior to a wake foriefing. "We have a meeting so you know who igywhat to look for and
watch out for each other," he says.

Cincinnati is a microcosm of the national pictufere, black morticians meet regularly. In past rherthe primary discussion
has been about safety. Recently, funeral direeterst on local radio talk shows in three one-hoss&ms. The subject:
escalating violence at funerals.

According to the National Funeral Directors & Maréins Association, the average cost of an Africanefican funeral is about
$4,500. In many cases, the specter of violencenigg costs up. In Cincinnati, security firms malegular appearances at
services, adding as much as $500 to the bill. Silawee systems can cost $2,000 or more just t@iins

"We've had to alternate funeral procession routéesibise we have been tipped off," says Duane Weeasdent of Elite
Protective Services, a local security firm. "Atterd to the church service will tell us that thisgés waiting down there."

Since funerals and wakes draw family and friendthefdeceased, they also provide a ready stagajame with violent
intentions toward the mourners.

Family and friends of Frank Sherley Jr., who dietha age of 70 of natural causes, were arrividy.Bt Porter & Sons Funeral
Home in Louisville for his wake May 21, 2006. It sv& perfect day," recalls John Curd, an emplolgeeetthat Sunday evening.
"There was no expectation of violence."

At services for Mr. Sherley, two gunmen appeareithéparking lot and began firing. Mr. Curd diatL. He recalls thinking:
"This isn't supposed to be happening at a funenaleh” One man walslled and four other people were wounded. Pddiag the)
don't have a motive and the crime is unsolved.

TROUBLED HOMES In his first four years on the job, Mr. Curd raréinded to homicide victims. In recent
) years, he sees one to two each month.

* The Issue: As the murder rate among African-
Americans edges up, morticians are noticing more
incidents of violence at funeral services. Harrowing Experience
« The Challenge: Undertakers can beef up
security, but their costs rise and profits dwindle. L. . i i i )
« The Outlook: Black funeral homes may lose their | Mr. Swann, of Cincinnati, says his family has bearying the dead since the early

safe-haven stafus in some communities. 1900s. "I caught the school bus in front of thechah home and | got off the bus in
front of the funeral home," he says. Now, at ageh®% thinking of getting out of the

business.

One particularly harrowing experience was the fahef Raeshaun Hand Jr. The ex-convict had condinaeleal drugs after
being released from prison, according to police, was wanted ahe time of his murder. Mr. Hand, 27, was foundtshside hi
car in February 2005.

Mr. Hand's father tried to keep the service privhte word got out. The father stood guard at therch door, trying to limit
access. Some mourners made it in, drinking and srgak the church bathroom, Mr. Swann says. Lasén@prepared to close
the casket, a large group rushed inside, pinniagitidertaker.

"One dude punched me in front of the casket. Tlaelaean's son was there and he got punched anathés fvas punched. My
professionalism went out the window," Mr. Swannssay started fighting back, throwing punches. Thisn't in the job
description and it doesn't come with the job."

Evacuation Plan

Debora Kellom, director of Wade Funeral Home inL8uis and a spokeswoman for the National Funer
Directors Association, similarly recalls how a fiditoke out during the wake of a murder victim in
January. Word spread that there were guns preBanic erupted. Ms. Kellom ordered the casket closec
moved everyone outside and called 911.

Thirty police arrived on the scene, complete witheddy wagon. "So many emotions came over me the
night,” she said. "I was angry because | had tthdb Telling the mother who was crying we havegeb
you out and protect you."

At least she was prepared. Ms. Kellom has an eviacuglan for the funeral home. At its core is an
electronic switch that allows her to put the fagiln lockdown mode.

Mr. Gardner, the co-owner of A.D. Porter & Sonss hiso installed electronic surveillance cameras. O _2ebora L. Kellom
occasion, he hires extra security for a funeralghiely to attract violence. Mr. Gardner sayssienetimes mustbsorb the exti
cost, which can amount to hundreds of dollars peerfal. "There's no price too high for safety buabists and that just eats into

my bottom line."
Gayle Graham locks the door to her establishmenf, Bhumake & Daughters Funeral Home, Louisvilldeas a service is

under way. "The open door policy is gone even thoug're a business. You have to ring the doorbsdlys Ms. Graham. Other
policies include changing venues for some funeaatbnac publicizing wakes. Ms. Graham also reports thaim&irance cost
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are rising because of liability concerns.
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In some cases, police are shadowing mourners. ©Wtst Coast, funeral directors are now workingalpwith the Los
Angeles Police Department, from planning processbarties that avoid gang territory to coordinatingifls so rivals aren't

interred in the same cemeteries at the same time.

Detective Sal LaBarbera, a homicide supervisor tithLAPD, says the department routinely attendh-hisk funerals to offer

security and gather intelligence.

Earlier this year, the family of a gang-related dairvictim had difficulty finding a funeral homeattwould take the body. "This
poor family, it took five or six days before thegutd find a place that would even accept this kid¢alls Mr. LaBarbera.

Once arrangements were set, LAPD suggested thatrtrey location and time be disseminated "so tha@ljacould have a

private service," says Mr. LaBarbera. "On the fai, it sounds ridiculous but it's real life hére

Anthony Felder, of Los Angeles's Spalding Mortuagys he routinely faxes basic information to thkce if he's handling a
homicide case. He also faxes images of tattoob@bady to help the police identify gang membeend assess any specific

risks associated with the deceased. The policetinn send plainclothes officers for security.

In St. Louis, Ms. Kellom, 43, says she has gontasas to ask that the local police departmentipet substation inside her
facility. She argues that such an arrangement woiviel her establishment -- and the neighborho@dmuch-needed, visible
police presence. She has promised a body-freefpowdficers, who she expects will soon be dropgiygon a regular basis to

monitor the area.

Mr. Garr, 77, has largely taken matters into hisidwands. The Cincinnati funeral director obtainedibense to carry a
concealed weapon in late 2005. His next stepiisd@ase liability coverage in case he has to nseof his two .38-caliber

pistols.

The 'S'

At a recent service, mourners driving in the fuhpracession began zigzagging in what is knowrhas's," says Mr. Garr,
weaving so dramatically that they covered threedanstead of one. He stopped the hearse and tskedrticipants to stop

because they were creating a hazard. When theincedt he began pulling the funeral flags off theairs.

One man grabbed him, Mr. Garr recalls, and saicbldn't prevent them from making such a displdyictv they called a

homage to the dead man.

"I could feel myself reaching for my gun, but than showing the same attitude as the knucklehe&dssays. The young man

stepped away, diffusing the situation.

As funeral security evolves, Ms. Kellom says thsibess of burial insurance -- policies sold by ciives to help customers pay in
advance for funeral costs -- is also morphing. Bathan purchase policies for just themselves, erstand grandmothers are

now taking out policies for younger family membeog).

Says Ms. Kellom: "They come in and say, 'l know ¢jaing to be responsible for burying him when sdimgt happens.™

Write to Gary Fields agary.fields@wsj.com
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