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Reefs turn cremated remains into living monument 

By DINA CAPPIELLO, Houston Chronicle Environment Writer
Staff

FRONT PAGE

SOUTH PADRE ISLAND - To visit his sister's final resting place, seven miles off the southernmost tip of the Texas coast, Kevin Milam plans to take scuba-diving lessons. 

Joyce Yoder of Pearland will take a boat to her husband William's grave site, an artificial reef in 75 feet of water, and cast a line so she can "fish off Bill." 

These two families have chosen an unusual way to pay tribute to the deceased. Instead of their ashes being swept away in the wind or relegated to an urn, today they will become part of a memorial reef - the first of its kind along the coast of Texas. 

A month ago, the remains of five people, including four Texans, were incorporated separately into 3 -foot-by-4-foot concrete "reef balls" that will be placed on the bottom of the Gulf of Mexico today, and will last about 500 years. 

Sunday, the families had a chance to say goodbye from a pier on this island. Some drew hearts in blue chalk on the concrete balls. Others, like the Yoders, fastened ribbons to the dome-shaped structures and sewed on bait. On one someone had written, "From the Sea, To the Sea." 

"I knew that if I scattered his ashes over the water somewhere, he would be very happy. But it wasn't accomplishing anything," said Pam Benshetler, 60, who for more than a year had stored her husband Chip's ashes in an urn on her dresser before discovering Eternal Reefs , an Atlanta company, in a local newspaper article. "This feels like you are doing something for the environment." 

Artificial reefs are among dozens of options now available to families looking for creative alternatives for cremated remains. There are companies that will scatter remains inside a fireworks display, or dump them off a hot air balloon, or blast them into orbit. 

But memorializing people in artificial reefs helps build habitats for marine creatures and other sea life, experts say. In the Gulf of Mexico, such man-made reefs are particularly worthwhile because the flat, muddy bottom is devoid of natural reefs (SEE CLARIFICATION), which can house a diversity of fish and provide places for algae and invertebrates to attach. 

"The fish are going to pick a bedroom out and say `That's mine.' The reef balls mimic what a coral head would look like," said Larry Beggs, the construction and deployment manager for Reef Innovations of Sarasota, Fla., which builds the reef memorials, the first of which was placed off Sarasota in 1998. The balls, which look like large moon rocks, are perforated with holes and dented with craters that can be used by marine life. 

The largest is 4 feet high and 6 feet wide, weighs 4,000 pounds and costs $4,995. The cheapest is a community reef, which retails for $995 and holds the remains of multiple people. 

The five midsize reef balls that will be placed on the sea floor seven miles off South Padre Island will extend a reef started by the state in 1997. The 40-acre site already includes a tugboat, the legs of several oil platforms, a Navy barge and 32 nonmemorial reef balls. It's one of 48 artificial reefs in Texas, a program that started in 1989 to boost fishing and fisheries. 

The people being added to the Port Isabel reef site range in age from 18 to 57, and include four Texans and a Prescott, Ariz., teenager who was killed in a car crash. Some of the deceased have been dead for 10 years, others for only a few months. What they had in common is a love for water or the sea, whether it was scuba diving, fishing or a stint in the U.S. Navy. 

"This creates a living monument to their loved ones. It's not that they're gone, it's, `Look at what they are doing now,' " said Don Brawley, 40, the founder of Eternal Reefs , Inc. The company has so far deployed 250 memorial reef balls, mainly off the coasts of Florida and South Carolina. 

For Benshetler, the reef is a way for her husband, an avid scuba diver and sailor, to continue living. 

"I wish he knew about this before he died. He knew he was going to be cremated, but we didn't know anything like this existed," she said. 

Trevor Hall of Austin talked to his father about Eternal Reefs before the 20-year-old died in a motorcycle accident. "He was really into the ocean," said Steve Hall, the father, who showed up at the viewing Sunday with a picture of his son on the beach. 

For many of the families, the idea of an eternal reef was a perfect solution to what to do with remains. 

"We talked about (scattering the ashes) a couple of times, in places the kids hung out," said Jan Gallagher, mother of Dana Milam, 18. "But nothing seemed right until now." 

Beggs, who for 11 years has been in the reef-building business, plans on his ashes being put into a reef ball. He just doesn't know where he wants his reef yet. 

"I haven't decided on it yet," he said. "But I'm thinking warm, clear, tropical waters with lots of women in bikinis swimming over me."
