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STUART JOHNSON, founder
of VIDEOPLUS, keeps his business,
like this bonsai, small and beautiful.




SELLING SERVICE

to show you the Schaffers” she says. Lester and Dorothy Schaffer
are a couple in their 80s who have made pre-need cremation
arrangements with Forever Network. Onscreen, however, in a
slickly produced audiovisual presentation that has still photos, a
musical score, and interviews, they are ageless and immortal,

The cursor scrolls across Lester at 2 (T was a cute little devil”),
lingers on Dorothy at 18 wearing her mother’s wedding dress,
and lands on a videoclip of the couple reminiscing in 1995, “Every
time we had a date, it rained,” Lester says. “I used to call her my
‘Raindrop.” * Dorothy smiles. “So sweet,” Sultan murmurs.

The Schaffers and other customers of the ongoing audio-
video biographies known as Lifestories are in a real sense the
hope of the future for Forever Network, which is owned and
run by Tyler and Brent Cassity. The brothers are out to recast

the economics underlying the $15 billion
death industry by forging long-term rela-
tionships with clients instead of seeing
them (and their money) only at the time of
burial. They are turning Hollywood For-
ever cemetery—whose permanent resi-
dents include Cecil B. DeMille, Rudolph
Valentino, and Douglas Fairbanks Sr. and
Jr.—into a hip, must-see destination for
tourists and locals alike, while transform-
ing all their properties into high-tech
showplaces for their Lifestories,

Lifestories is the crux of the plan for a
continual—and continually profitable—re-
lationship with clients. Indeed, the brothers'
ambitions stretch beyond death care and
reach for a place where memory and tech-
nology combine. They want to be the digital
custodians of their dients’ narratives, voices,
and images, and they want to doiton a
grand scale. “I want us to become something
like the J. Crew catalog,” Brent says—the
mass-marketers of human memory,

So far the mix of irreverence and death is
working, as Forever racked up $3.1 million in
profits, on revenues of $18.9 million, in 2003.
Tyler, 34, and his brother Brent, 37, are pres-
ident and CEO, respectively, of Forever En-
terprises, a private holding company based in
Clayton, Mo, whose interests include insur-
ance as well as the cemeteries and funeral
homes that make up Forever Network. The
firm's strong financials are surprising in an
industry that's “essentially flat,” according to
Ron Hast, publisher of the trade magazines
Mortuary Management and Funeral Moni-
tor, “There’s no growth to it” Indeed, deaths
have plateaved around 2.3 million a year for
the past decade, and customers have increas-
ingly turmed away from interment, which typ-
ically costs more than £5,000, to cremation
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EVENT SPACE: For the Cassitys,
cemeteries can host parties, picnics,
film series, and yes, funerals.
Bottom, Mickey Rooney at Douglas
Fairbanks Jr.'s service in 2000.

(about $1,000). Most of the
industry’s big players such
as Alderwoods Group, Ser-
vice Corp. International,
and Stewart Enterprises
are still trying to rebound from a precipitous late-1950s
slump. What's different about Forever is largely a mat-
ter of attitude. And it starts right at the top.

Tvler Cassity is nobody’s idea of a typical funeral
director. A thin, soft-spoken, movie-star-handsome
former English-lit major, he can comfortably talk
about cremation as a “nihilistic response to the
20th-century funeral tradition in America” In his
suite overlooking Hollywood Forever's main gate

LASTING MEMORIES:
Thoe Cassitys’ interac-
tive multimedia scrap-
books can be viewed
ot kiosks on cometery
grounds and online.

on Santa Monica Boulevard, a
stone’s throw from Paramount
Studios, is the bookshelf where
Anya Foos-Graber's Deathing
shares space with Fairbanks
Jr's The Salad Days and Flan-
nery O'Connor’s collected let-
ters. His office also boasts a
giant allegorical oil painting of
the flames of hell. Cassity ad-
mits it is an attention grabber.
“It used to be in the lobby,” he says cheer-
fully. *It was the first thing you saw when
you walked in. 1 like that.”

Funeral directors are salesmen in part—
“The funeral seller, like any other mer-
chant, is preoccupied with price, profit,
selling techniques,” Jessica Mitford wrote
in her 1963 exposé, The American Way
of Death—and so perhaps the blue-sky
optimism and showmanship in the broth-
ers’ vision of the future shouldn't be rare
or surprising. But they are, and so is
the abundance of passion and smarts in
Brent and Tyler. Whether they can remake
the industry that spawned them is very
much an open question. If death teaches
anything, though, it teaches about inex-
orability. The Cassitys have learned their
industry’s lessons, and they are patient.

soleums were collapsing. The

Ei]
lakes had overflowed their

banks in that year's El Nifio winter. But in
January 1998 when the brothers stopped in
to have a look at the down-at-the-heels Los
Angeles cemetery called Hollywood Memo-
rial, Tyler fell in love. It was a derelict,
creepy, romantic place,” he recalls, Before

HE PLACE WAS A SHAMBLES,
Roads were & rumor. The mau



success as funeral directors than for a
way to promote their ideas for Life-
storics, What Tyler found in the ruins of
Hollywood Memorial seemed like noth-
ing less than a sign. “The graves of the
great founders and early stars of film had
been forgotten and neglected because
their bodies meant nothing,” he says. “It
was their movies that meant everything.”

Inspired, he quickly set about pro-
ducing the kind of razzle-dazzle that the
funeral business had never seen. Over
the past few years the property has
thrown open its gates to host film series,
walking tours, a musical tribute to
bandleader Woody Herman featuring
(surviving) members of his Thundering
Herd, a holiday presentation of an ex-
perimental theater production called
Marlev'’s Ghost, and celebrations for the
Day of the Dead, a traditional Mexican
remembrance day that's also widely ob-
served in Southern California. Most
events are free; all are golden opportu-
nities to spread the Forever Network

“I would hope weTe not defined by death care;” says
Brent. “Lifestories is about memory, not death.”

anybody really knew what was happening, he had plunked
down $375,000 to buy the 62-acre property out of bankruptcy.
He knew that Hollywood Memorial was a bargain, even though
it would take more than $2 million in first-year capital im-
provements just to get the property’s “skeleton back up.” His
family agreed to fund half the deal if he could find outside back-
ers to cover the rest, and gave him a month to do it. It took him
two weeks to find a group of Chilean investors who wanted in,
The cemetery reopened as Hollywood Forever in April 1998.
The hope was that it would again become a going concern, and
something else: a testing ground for the brothers’ ideas about
high-tech memorialization.

The roots of the idea lay in an old snippet of audiotape. Brent
Cassity recalls that his brother was always taping relatives with-
out their knowledge. One day in the late '80s Tyler brought his
older brother an audiocassette. He'd been recording some music
when he discovered about 45 seconds of a long-forgotten con-
versation he'd taped between his mother and grandmother, who
had died three years before. The brothers were rapt. "It was

amazing to us that in a few years you could lose the memory of

the inflections in someone’s voice,” Brent says,

Along with Brent, Tvler had entered the cemetery business
in 1989. They acquired and later sold off ten struggling funeral
homes and three cemeteries in the Midwest, looking less for

brand. “Probably anyone you'd talk to in our business would
say we've stepped over the line,” Tyler says, He does not appear
to be plagued with remorse as he makes that observation.

In fact, the stunts worked well, sweeping aside any Luddite
objections. While Brent stayed home in St. Louis, Tyler became
Hollywood's favorite undertaker—the “Cemetery Kid,” accord-
ing to & cover story in the weekly New Times Los Angeles—and a
consultant to HBO's hit series Six Feet Under. The events and
the press helped turn Hollywood Forever around: Customers
who had been unable to purchase plots during the years of the
property’s insolvency started to come back. The cemetery took
in $307,000 in its last year under old management, a little more
than $1 million in 1998, and $8 million in 2003, accounting for
about 42% of Forever Network's revenues.

The marquee location in the heart of Los Angeles did more to
promote digital memorialization among early adopters than any
property in the heartland ever could. And every Angeleno who
came to the park for an event was a potential customer for For-
ever Networks” video memonial packages, ranging from the $400
Forever Chapter (as many as ten photos and three minutes of
video) to the $4,200 Platinum Level (11 chapters, plus add-ins
including the services of Forever's professional videographers
and editors). “We think we're creating a different way for people
to use the cemetery,” Brent says, “Instead of just going to the
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