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Cremation

By Patti Martin Bartsche

Planning
for the

Future

Erie, Pennsylvania, may not be a
particularly high cremation rate
area ... at least right now.
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At right: An architectural rendering of the
master plan for the cremation garden at
Laurel Hill Cemetery. Above: The ﬁrst
phase of the cremation garden has 840 urn
sites. (Photos courtesy of Grever & Ward )
But members of the Erie Cemetery
Association, which operates Erie
Cemetery, Laurel Hill Cemetery and
Wintergreen Gorge Cemetery realized that Erie’s demographics are
changing, and if its cemeteries were
to be the final resting place for the
families moving into the area, they
would have to make some changes.
A logical first step, general manager J. Clarke Kuebler believed, was to
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develop cremation gardens at two of
the association’s three properties.
“Although we are not seeing the
high cremation rates other parts of
the country have been seeing, cremation is becoming a preferred choice
for many families,” Kuebler said. “If
we were going to meet the needs of
our future customers, we wanted to
make sure we had a plan in place for
today ... and the future.”

Kuebler reached out to cemetery
planners Grever & Ward for help.
“They wanted to get their toes in
the water,” Grever & Ward president David G. Ward said.
Initially, the association just
wanted to develop small cremation
areas in both Laurel Hill and Wintergreen Gorge, Ward explained.
“Our first hurdle was convincing
them to plan for a larger project
23
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Above: The centerpiece of the cremation
garden at Wintergreen Gorge is an octagonal columbarium. Below: By offering a
variety of product offerings, including
niche walls and a columbarium, Wintergreen Gorge is able to meet the needs of
today’s cremation families. (Photos
courtesy of Grever & Ward )
than they initially planned to
build,” Ward said.
A completely developed plan,
which can be built in stages, Ward
said, just makes good business sense.
“A cemetery may not be able to develop a larger-scale plan at once, but
it can use that plan to show the public that it has a vision down the road
with proper renderings of the completed development,” he said.
To Ward, there is no question that
the secret to a successful cremation
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The cremation garden has been an attractive addition to the cemetery while also serving the
wants and needs of cremation families. (Photo courtesy of Grever & Ward )

garden begins with comprehensive
planning. “A master plan sets the
larger vision and maintains that vision for years to come,” he said.
For the Erie Cemetery Association,
that comprehensive plan would focus
on Wintergreen Gorge and Laurel
Hill for very practical reasons. “Erie
Cemetery was dedicated in 1851 and
is a very historic cemetery in the
area,” Kuebler pointed out. “It
doesn’t attract the clientele that is
opting for cremation.”
With a cremation rate around 30
to 35 percent, Kuebler and the association were aware that “cremation is here to stay ... and even if
the Erie region trails the rest of the
country, we recognized that cremation is a growing choice and we
need to focus on the families we
will be serving,” Kuebler said.
26
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While the focus needed to be on
the families, it was also important to
keep an eye on any project’s bottom
line. “Like most cemeteries, we don’t
have
endless
resources,”
Kuebler said. While the association
initially wanted to develop small
stand-alone cremation gardens at
Laurel Hill and Wintergreen Gorge,
talking with Grever & Ward convinced the association to think in
larger, broader strokes.
“After talking with Grever &
Ward, we understood the importance
of developing an overall plan for
Laurel Hill and Wintergreen Gorge,
even if we were only going to start
small. The key for us was expandability,” Kuebler said.
Grever & Ward presented master
plan concepts for both cemeteries in
October 2011.
Construction plans for Phase 1 at
Laurel Hill were drafted in February
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2012. Construction began in early
summer and was completed by the
end of the season. Cremation plots
were laid out in May 2013.
The overall master plan at Laurel
Hill calls for the cremation garden to
be developed in five phases over .83
acres with room for 2,676 urn sites.
Phase 1 is the nucleus – or centerpiece – of Laurel Hill’s cremation
garden. The two-tenths of an acre
project has 412 spaces with 840 urn
sites. It was important in planning
the areas to offer families different
options, Ward said. “To be successful, you really need to have a little
bit of everything in a small way,” he
explained.
At Laurel Hill that mix meant offering 87 cremation plots (two urns
in each plot); four estate cremation
plots (four urns in each plot); four
bench sites (two urns in each); and
222 columbarium niches (two urns in

each niche). “This is an opportunity
to let people see the different options
that are available,” Ward noted.
“Some people wanted to be buried in
the ground; others do not … but all
want to be remembered.”
Kuebler spent many hours investigating cremation burial options,
looking at what was popular on both
the East and West coasts before making his decision. “There are many options out there, it was a matter of
going through those options and deciding what works best in this environment,” he said.
Families have welcomed the choices, Kuebler said. “I think in some
cases they were a bit surprised that
they had options,” he said.
At Wintergreen Gorge, the overall master plan calls for a total of
3,562 urn sites on .22 acres. Construction of Phase 1 was completed
in Fall 2012 with cremation plots
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laid out in April 2013. It sits on .08
acres and features 90 cremation
plots (two urns in each plot; four
estate cremation plots (four urns in
each plot); two bench sites (two
urns in each plot); four niche walls
and one octagonal columbarium
(492 niche spaces) for a total of
642 urn sites.
“Wintergreen Gorge has a higher
number of spaces because it had
more above-ground niches,” Ward
said. “The interment spaces are
about 16 times what they would be
in the same area, compared to traditional grave layout.”
In contrast, Ward added, Laurel
Hill had a higher proportion of inground cremation plots, producing
fewer spaces per acre than Wintergreen Gorge. “Even with that, the
production of interment sites is
about four times that of traditional
graves,” Ward said.
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As more families choose cremation, Ward believes that cemeteries
must be like the Erie Cemetery Association – more proactive in their
thinking and planning. “Your cemetery has to offer what families want
or they will not come to your cemetery,” he said.
That’s why Ward believes master
planning a cremation garden is so
important.
“A well-thought-out cremation
garden does not just happen,” Ward
said. “It takes several years to develop from the design to the excavation
to the construction to the final plantings. It’s essential to have a vision.”
Master planning also allows a
cemetery to offer families a number
of options in small numbers and,
based on what appeals to families,
the flexibility to modify additional
phase developments to respond to
their wants.

“People don’t know the variety of
options they have available when it
comes to cremation,” Ward said.
“From in-ground burial to niche
spaces, benches, scattering, estate plots
and more, there are so many choices.”
Kuebler agreed.
“The cremation garden spaces in
both cemeteries are attracting a lot of
attention,” he said. “People see the
sections when they come into the
cemetery and want to know more.
They see the columbarium, want to
know what it is and start asking
questions. We hear the same thing
again and again … I didn’t know this
was available.”
In many cases it allows the association to talk about memorializing a
loved one. “I think people want a
place to come and remember … and
that’s what a cemetery is able to offer
– for cremation and traditional burial families alike,” Kuebler said. •
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