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Simple and dignified: Pierson, Iowa couple get into the business of building affordable wood caskets.

By Dave Dreeszen, Business Editor

[image: image1.jpg]


PIERSON, Iowa – The sweet smell of fresh sawdust greets visitors as they walk into Schieuer Woodworks.  The first thing that usually catches their eyes, however, is the row of rectangular wood containers by the front window.
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Loren and Jane Schieuer started building wood caskets at their workshop in downtown ierson, Iowa, about nine months ago.  The couple promote their handcrafted products as a less expensive and more personal alternative to factory-built fiberglass and metal caskets typically offered by mortuaries.

“Our caskets are simple, beautiful, unpretentious and dignified,” Loren says.  “They are a common sense alternative to the exorbitant cost of simply placing our remains in the ground.”

The couple are among a growing number of small business owners across the country that sell caskets directly to consumers.  That growth followed passage of a 1994 federal law that prohibits mortuaries from charging extra fees of families that purchase a casket from an outside source.

The Schieuers also point out there are no government regulations relating to the type of container used to transport and hold a body at burial.

According to the couple, caskets frequently are the most expensive item of a funeral.  By purchasing a casket separately, a family can save 50 to 80 percent, they say.

“We can’t build them cheaper than the casket manufacturers,” Loren says.  “But we can sell them cheaper because we’re selling directly to the consumer.  There’s no middleman or big markup.”

The Schieuers, parents of four children, have been building custom furniture and other wood products for over 20 years.

Loren, 45, a fourth-generation carpenter, constructs the products, while Jane handles finishing work such as staining and varnishing.  She also does bookkeeping for the family business.  The couple’s 17-year-old son, Pete, works part-time at the shop.

The business, which also sells hardwood lumber, regularly attracts customers from an over 150-mile radius of Pierson.  The Schieuers take orders for a host of wood products, from tables and entertainment centers to fireplace mantels and spindles.

The shop features a century-old lathe that allows Loren to turn decorative columns and other architectural components up to 12 ½ feet in length and 15 inches in diameter.

For some time, the couple had been looking for a product with which they could specialize.  The casket idea arose after they agreed to build a horse-drawn hearse for a Marcus, Iowa area man.

“That kind of made us think a little about it,” Loren recalled.  “At first, we really didn’t want to build caskets because of what they are.  But the subject just kept coming up.”

The unusual business venture raised a few eyebrows at first in this town of about 340.  But Loren says most residents are now supportive of their efforts.

“We were really surprised at the response,” he says.  “People are pretty please to have something like this in town.”

Since starting their new enterprise, the Schieuers have built eight caskets and a wood urn.  So far, sales have been through word-of-mouth.  They expect more orders to come in once they start to advertise.

Their first casket to go through the funeral process was for Loren’s father, Roy, who died of cancer last May.

Loren made the walnut coffin – Roy’s favorite wood – as a tribute to his father.  Building it also was therapeutic after Roy died; Loren, Pete and Jane worked late into the night and throughout the next day to complete the casket.  They finished the day before the scheduled funeral home visitation.

“After going through all that, I would do it again,” Loren says.  “Pete was very touched to be able to help build his grandpa’s casket.  He and I talked all night, reminiscing about dad and grandpa.”

Despite that experience, the Schieuers don’t want to get in to the practice of building caskets following a death.  Rather, they encourage customers to place advance orders.  They hope to eventually stock a small number of standard caskets that would be available for immediate use.

The Schieuers offer caskets in a variety of designs and price ranges.  A plain pine box, for instance, costs around $400.  A solid oak casket with decorative moldings and fully lined funs about $2,000.

A Correctionville, Iowa, woman performs the upholstery work.  To lower the casket price, customers can request no lining other than the pillow and muslin pad in the bottom.

Oak, walnut, pine, cherry and hickory are woods most commonly used for caskets.  The Schieuers get their regular lumber from a mill in northern Minnesota.  But customers have the option of bringing in their own wood for their casket.

The custom-made caskets can be personalized “any way people want,” Loren says.  One man or Irish descent, for example, ordered a casket with rows of shamrocks carved into each side.

For another memorial service, Loren carved a small tractor that was place on top of a wood urn holding the ashes or a man who enjoyed antique tractors.  The family kept the carving after the burial as a remembrance.

The Schieuers say they have experienced no problems with funeral homes accepting the handcrafted caskets.  “They’ve all treated us very nicely,” he says.  “They’ve been willing to work with us.”

The caskets all fit in standard vaults.  In one instance, however, a family bypassed a vault in favor of an old-fashioned burial.  At a memorial for a 101-year-old woman at an older cemetery in Burt, Iowa, six or her grandsons lowered the casket in to the grave with ropes.

“I wish we could have been there to see that,” Loren says.

The Schieuers say many people believe death care has become too institutionalized.  Others, they say, fear their family will spend more than they can afford on a casket, creating an unnecessary financial hardship.

A simple wood casket, the couple say, lends dignity to the grieving process and its rituals, and helps make the service more memorable.

“We don’t need to spend thousands upon thousands of dollars on a funeral,” Loren says.  “More and more people are starting to realize that.”

Loren and Jane Schieuer display a solid oak casket that they built at their woodworking business in Pierson, Iowa.  The couple, owners of Schieuer Woodworks, recently started making wood caskets.  They promote their handcrafted products as a less expensive and more personalized alternative to caskets typically offered by mortuaries.
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Jane applies a coat of stain to the lid of a casket.  To her right is a horse-drawn hearse that the Schieuers are building for Northwest Iowa man.
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Loren reaches for a tool as he works on his century-old lathe in the workshop.  The large lathe allows him to turn decorative columns and other architectural components up to 12 ½ feet in length and 15 inches in diameter.  The Schieuers have been building custom furniture and other wood products for over 20 years.
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