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Scene & Herd ~ Reboot: A Recap of Last Week
Anonymous Syracuse Rotarian

February 26 ~ 'Twas a cold but sun-
ny winter day, which drew fewer than 
usual Rotarians to Drumlins today. 
However, the mood inside Members 
Lounge was warm and congenial, as we 
welcomed former DG Ward Vuilemot 

and Founding Tully Rotary Prez, Hal 
Brown (good friend to our own late 
Bill Cluse who was instrumental in es-
tablishing Tully Rotary), to our midst 
to talk about their very exciting and 
inspiring Rotary venture called CNY 
Books for the World. 

This Week: The Marsellus Casket Company
All You Ever Wanted to Know About the World Renowned 

Casket Manufacturer (1872-2003) and More…
Program Committee

Our program this Fri-
day features a first per-
son story by our own 
John Marsellus about 
the world renowned 
Marsellus Casket 
Company established 
right here in Syra-
cuse in 1872 by John’s 
great grandfather. 
The Marsellus Casket 
Company rightfully 
enjoyed a reputation 
for making the finest 
hardwood caskets in 
the world. Don’t miss 
this fascinating pro-
gram about a former 
giant among Syra-
cuse’s manufacturing industries. John 
will be discussing the successes and 
challenges of his family’s business and 
may even give us some insight into fu-
nerals for US Presidents, Cardinals and 
other high profile celebrities who were 

buried in the famed 
Marsellus casket.
Though the company 
guarded the names 
of those buried in its 
coffins, those it does 
acknowledge include 
Harry S. Truman, 
Richard M. Nixon, 
John F. Kennedy, Hu-
bert H. Humphrey, 
Nelson A. Rockefel-
ler, Vince Lombardi, 
and Cardinal Terence 
Cooke.
John is a graduate of 
the University of Vir-
ginia and served with 
the US Army Intelli-
gence Corps. He and 

his wife, Candace, live in Fayetteville 
and just last month celebrated their 
50th wedding anniversary. John has 
been a proud Syracuse Rotarian for 50 
years as well.  z
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A Look Ahead
MARCH 4
12:00 pm 

RCS Club Meeting

UPSTAIRS MEMBERS LOUNGE 
AT DRUMLINS

Program 
John Marsellus 

"A Short History of the 
Marsellus Casket Company"

MARCH 11
11:00 am 

Board of Directors Meeting

12:00 pm 
RCS Club Meeting

Program 
Earl Fontenot of 

Clear Path for Veterans

MARCH 18
11:00 am 

Foundation Trustee Meeting

12:00 pm 
RCS Club Meeting

Program 
Peter Maier: President and CEO 

INFICON

MARCH 25
12:00 pm 

RCS Club Meeting

Program 
Kristin Barrett-Anderson 

St. Marianne Cope Museum

Pascals has scheduled RCS to meet 
in The Members Lounge on: 
March 4, April 8, April 15, 

May 6, and June 10

Nancy Reagan along-side President 
Reagan's Marsellus casket.
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Open or Closed Casket? The Handling of JFK’s Body
deathcare.com

Three months prior to the assassination of 
President Kennedy Jessica Mitford’s "The 
American Way of Death" had appeared on 
bookshelves across the nation. Some of 
the people involved with the arrangements 
made for the president, including his broth-
er, Robert Kennedy, had read it and were 
influenced by it. Others, such as the pres-
ident’s widow, Jacqueline Kennedy, made 
decisions regarding the president’s body 
based on instinct and personal conviction.
Robert Kennedy had Mitford on his mind 
just after the body arrived at Bethesda Hos-
pital from Dallas. Specifically, according to 
Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr. in "Robert Ken-
nedy and His Times", he thought of 
Mitford when the funeral home 
wanted to know how grand the 
coffin should be. “I remember 
making the decision based on Jes-
sica Mitford’s book,” Schlesinger 
quotes him as saying. “I remember 
thinking about it afterward, about 
whether I was cheap or what I 
was…”
According to another Kennedy 
aide, William Manchester, in "The 
Death of a President: November 
20-November 25, 1963", the cas-
ket the was chosen for Kenne-
dy’s transport from Parkland Memorial in 
Dallas was the “Brittania” model from the 
Elgin Casket Company, which was huge, 
made of solid bronze, and weighed over 
700 pounds. It was chosen by Vernon Or-
neal, who owned a funeral home near Park-
land, who assumed he would be in charge 
of the embalming and cosmetic work. He 
was disappointed, as the body was to be 
flown directly to Washington. The casket 
was accidentally damaged by secret service 
agents loading it into Air Force One.
Robert and Jacqueline Kennedy did not 
want any private undertaking firms han-
dling the body, but others who were han-
dling the funeral made the decision that 
a private funeral home, rather than the 
government, would in fact do the prepa-

rations. Gawler’s Funeral Home, which 
had handled past presidents, was recom-
mended. No decision had been made yet 
about whether the casket would be open or 
closed. Because of the damage, a new casket 
was seen as necessary, and the “Marsellus 
No. 710” was chosen, made of 500-year-old 
solid African mahogany wood; the bill was 
$3,160.00.
Gawler’s men got to work after the autopsy, 
their goal to restore John F. Kennedy to the 
appearance of serene sleep. This, according 
to Gary Laderman, author of "Rest in Peace: 
A Cultural History of Death and the Funeral 
Home in Twentieth Century America", is an 
especially difficult task, best performed in 
secrecy, and the men would have had an 

easier time if the body had been transport-
ed to the funeral home; but, the body re-
mained in Bethesda Hospital, as per Mrs. 
Kennedy’s wishes.
The procedure lasted about three hours, 
under the auspices of Kennedy’s personal 
physician, Dr. Burkley, who was concerned 
that someone might open the coffin “in a 
thousand years” and the face should look 
just right.
Early in the morning of Saturday, Novem-
ber 23rd, Jacqueline Kennedy insisted to 
Secretary of State Robert McNamara that 
the casket remain closed during the lying-
in-state. According to Manchester, Mc-
Namara replied that this couldn’t be done: 
“Everybody wants to see a Head of State.” 
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The Phantom 
of the Opera

Activities Committee

Tickets range from $38 to 
$128 and Brad will attempt 
to get a group rate if there is 
enough interest.
The following evening per-
formances are being consid-
ered:

APRIL 6 – 7:30 PM 
APRIL 7 – 7:30 PM 
APRIL 8 – 8:00 PM 
APRIL 9 – 8:00 PM 
APRIL 10 – 6:30 PM 
APRIL 12 – 7:30 PM 
APRIL 13 – 7:30 PM 
APRIL 14 – 7:30 PM 
APRIL 15 – 8:00 PM 
APRIL 16 – 8:00 PM

If you are interested in at-
tending, please see Brad 
Strait at a Rotary meeting or 
call him at 585-905-0662.  z

50/50 Drawing
34 CARDS REMAIN 

JACKPOT $150.00+

Marcellus Model 710  Casket "The President"

Mrs. Kennedy replied that this 
was awful and morbid, that 
public would have to remember 
the President alive.
Several people, including Rob-
ert Kennedy, subsequently went 
to view the face of the 35th 
president. All but McNamara 
agreed the president was not 
presentable. It was remarked 
that there was no resemblance 
to the president; “It’s a wax 
dummy.” There was a great 
public outcry when it was an-
nounced that the president’s 
casket would be closed.   z

WE MEET THIS WEEK IN THE UPSTAIRS MEMBERS LOUNGE
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President Kennedy's State Funeral
wikipedia.org

The day after John F. Kennedy's assassination, the new pres-
ident, Lyndon B. Johnson, issued Presidential Proclamation 
3561, declaring Monday to be a national day of mourning, 
and only essential emergency workers to be at their posts. He 
read the proclamation over a nationwide radio and television 
broadcast at 4:45 p.m. from the Fish Room (currently known 
as the Roosevelt Room) at the White House.
Several elements of the state funeral paid tribute to Kenne-
dy's service in the Navy during World War II. They includ-
ed a member of the Navy bearing the presidential flag, the 
playing of the Navy Hymn, "Eternal Father, Strong to Save," 
and the Naval Academy Glee Club performing at the White 
House. The hymn "The God of Loveliness" was played as 
the casket was brought down the Capitol steps; "The Barren 
Rocks of Aden" as it was brought to the White House, and 
"Ave Maria" when it arrived at St. Matthew’s Church.
On Sunday afternoon about 300,000 people watched a 
horse-drawn caisson, which had borne the body of Frank-
lin D. Roosevelt and the Unknown Soldier, carry Kennedy's 
flag-covered casket down the White House drive, past paral-

lel rows of soldiers 
bearing the flags 
of the 50 states of 
the Union, then 
along Pennsyl-
vania Avenue to 
the Capitol Ro-
tunda to lie in 
state. The only 
sounds on Penn-
sylvania Avenue 
as the cortège 
made its way to 
the Capitol were 
the sounds of the muffled drums and the clacking of hors-
es' hooves, including the riderless (caparisoned) horse Black 
Jack.
Kennedy was the first president in more than 30 years to 
lie in state in the rotunda, the previous one being the only 
president to ever serve as chief justice, William Howard Taft, 
in 1930. He was also the first Democrat to lie in state at the 
Capitol.  z

But first we pledged, sang and prayed, 
as usual, with PP Vern invoking the 
“Desert” and our perennial search for 
“water”. Prez Bob called on PP Brad 
who encouraged Rotarians to sign up 
soon to attend a SRC outing to an up-
coming performance of the magical 
Phantom of the Opera on a date TBD 
in April. PP Denny then updated us 
on the 2015 P&C campaign, thanking 
everyone for their generous response 
to the call which so far has resulted in 
$10,310, more than enough to satisfy 
at least one prong of our twin goals of 
$10,000 and 100% member participa-
tion. As to the latter, 10 Rotarians have 
yet to respond to the call, so plans are 
afoot to contact them in an effort to 
reach 100%, which we’ve managed to 
do for 2 years in a row.
Samara Hannah, Managing Director 
of the Red House Arts Center, joined 
us today to update Syracuse Rotarians 

on all the great things going on at this 
vibrant local theater resource, as well as 
to thank us for our $1000 grant to help 
support their efforts to provide a live 
theater experience for disadvantaged 
kids here in CNY. If you haven’t been 
to the Red House, considering doing so 
soon to enjoy an amazing theater expe-
rience. Kim Dwyer drew for the 50/50 
Red Queen, but missed, leaving the five 
bucks to Ray Leach (who was heard to 
say he hasn’t won since last week….).
PP and Club Literacy Chair, Dan Mor-
row, introduced our program which 
featured PDG Ward Vuilemot and Hal 
Brown who updated us on their inspir-
ing Rotary work with CNY Books for 
the World, an 8 year old non profit col-
laborative venture involving 3 separate 
Rotary Districts, including our own 
7150, which provides “gently used” K – 
12th grade books to needy kids in third 
world countries. Starting with 4 boxes 

of books from Ward’s Skaneateles Ro-
tary Club, CNY Books for the World, 
in collaboration with more than 70 Ro-
tary Clubs, has arranged for thousands 
and thousands of books to be distrib-
uted to such places as South Africa, 
Pakistan, Afghanistan, Argentina and 
Nicaragua. This significant venture to 
improve literacy in the world is entirely 
Rotarian inspired and managed and an 
outstanding example of Rotary’s Ser-
vice Above Self. For more information 
on CNY Books for the World see last 
week’s lead article in the Syracuse Ro-
tary Press as well as www.CNYBooks-
fortheWorld.org.
Don’t miss next week as our own John 
Marsellus provides an inside glimpse of 
the history of the world famous Mar-
sellus Casket Company. And please 
remember, we will be meeting again in 
the first floor Members Lounge adja-
cent to Pascale’s restaurant.  z

Thousands and Thousands of books for the world . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . from page 1

JFK's procesional on the White House drive.
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If you haven't visited the Club website, you should... www.syracuserotary.org

The Rotary Club of Syracuse, Inc. is really comprised of two entities; the Club 
which was chartered on June 1, 1912 as Club Number 42 in the Rotary world, and 
the Syracuse Rotary Foundation, Inc., the not-for-profit philanthropic arm of the 
Club founded in 1957. Together, the Club and the Foundation have served the 
Greater Syracuse community with uncommon distinction and vigor, leaving a long 
trail of accomplishment in the best of Rotary’s traditions, all of which has contrib-
uted to giving The Rotary Club of Syracuse an honored position in our community.


