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Hentges Blazing a New Trail at ICCFA
n Summary

Christine Toson Hentges may not have planned to follow in her father’s footsteps, but fate has a
funny way of intervening in people’s lives. Two years ago, Hentges was named president and CEO
of The Tribute Companies, taking over the reins of the company founded by her father, Bill, in
1973. This month, Hentges, who was recognized with a Trailblazer Award in 2014 from Wisconsin
Gov. Scott Walker, is adding a new title – president of the International, Cemetery, Cremation and
Funeral Association. We recently talked with Hentges about her finding her way into the deathcare profession, her fight for the right to operate combination operations in Wisconsin, her new
role as ICCFA president and more. Patti Martin Bartsche reports
psychology. What made you choose
that as your major?

The Tribute Companies was founded
in 1973 by your father, Bill Toson.
What was it like growing up in the
death-care industry?
Of course, everyone thought it was
strange when I made an attempt to
explain what business we are in. My
kids, who are young adults now, still
have difficulty explaining the family
business to friends.
However, I have attended or participated in our cemetery Memorial Day
services since I was 7 weeks old. I’ve
never missed one, and these programs
have created powerful and meaningful
memories for me of how important it
is to remember lives that were once
lived. In addition to these memories, I
have both fond and terrifying memories of getting into trouble at the
cemetery as a young child. Specifically, Pinelawn Memorial Park in Milwaukee used to have an organ that
played bells throughout the cemetery,
and as a child, that organ was always
so tempting. My grandfather jumped
out of his chair on several occasions
when I’d be pounding away at the
keys.
My dad put a tremendous amount
of effort and long days into starting
up the Tribute Companies over the
years. His hard work was extremely
apparent to me growing up, and this
work ethic is something I value to this
day.

The simple answer was that it was
interesting and came easy to me.
However, the more complicated answer would be that I really wanted to
be a pediatrician, and biology and
chemistry quickly beat me up and
showed me that the pre-med was not
going to work for me. I also feel that
a large majority of people in the field
of psychology are trying to figure
themselves out, which shamelessly
may have also been what drew me to
that field of study.

Christine Toson Hentges

Did you always want to follow in
your father’s footsteps?
Not at all. I had no intention of getting into the family business, but
when I got to an age to appreciate ‘the
real world,’ curiosity about what the
business was about was strong. I
thought I’d see what it was about for
about a year and quickly learned to
love the challenge of the position I
started in, which was a sales counselor at our Green Bay cemetery,
which we did not own at the time,
and at our Milwaukee location,
Pinelawn Memorial Park.

Your undergraduate degree from
Marquette University was in

Tell us a little bit about The Tribute
Companies.
We are a unique and diverse
company that is comprised of three
divisions:
• Our cemetery division, where we
own four prominent cemeteries in
Wisconsin and do sales, administration and operations consulting for
other cemeteries.
• Our design division, which is an architectural and construction company
that offers design and construction services for cemetery and funeral grounds,
mausoleum buildings, chapels, administration buildings, maintenance buildings, columbaria, cremation gardens
and other similar items.
• Our precast concrete division,
which is comprised of two different
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manufacturing facilities that manufacture precast concrete cemetery products such as crypts, niches and vaults.
Our distribution model is different
than most of our competition when it
comes to vaults – we focus on shipping quantities out to cemeteries, who
sell and service the products internally, helping them gain revenue and opportunities for their crews to service
their own products.

What differentiates The Tribute
Companies from others in the
death-care industry?
In addition to the items mentioned
previously, the family-owned-andoperated aspect of our business is
deep rooted in our values. With all of
the acquisitions taking place of cemeteries and funeral homes all around
us, sometimes I feel like we are on an
island by continuing to have a strong
desire to stay family owned and operated. However, I am confident that
this is what makes us successful and
is what allows us to employ talented
people in all of our divisions.

You have been a vocal advocate
against the prohibition of combination operations in Wisconsin. What
are your thoughts now that the
Wisconsin Supreme Court has
agreed to take up the case challenging the state’s prohibition on
joint ownership of funeral homes
and cemeteries?
I’m so proud of the work that has
gone into the (convoluted) process of
getting us to this point. It’s been a
long, hard road to get here, but those
of us who are behind this are truly
on a mission to get this done. The
law is long overdue to be eliminated.
The restrictions within the ‘anti-combination law’ create nothing but
ridiculous barriers for cemeteries and
funeral homes alike and are so consumer unfriendly and self-serving for
the funeral homes that they simply
cannot stay in place forever. I came
into the profession saying that I’d get

Coldspring designed a family estate for Christine Toson Hentges, her husband,
Tim, her parents and other family members at a cemetery the family owns in
Hartland, Wisconsin. (Photo courtesy of Christine Toson Hentges)
the law changed at some point in
time. I’m confident the time will
come soon through this process.

The death-care profession is
predominately male dominated, but
here you are, the president of a
thriving company and the new
ICCFA president. Are we seeing a
shift in the industry?
Women have always been great in
this profession and continue to see
how their inherent qualities complement the field. While there is a shift
toward women getting more into the
business, I still feel that there’s too
large of a void in ownership of businesses or leadership within the associations for our profession.
It’s always been clear to me that
being a woman has created more opportunities in leadership and that it
was up to me to take on these roles
and push myself out of my comfort
zone to enter them. More women
should learn to arm themselves with a
posse that will support them and take
a leap of faith.

What do you think is the most
significant barrier to female
leadership?

I’ve watched a lot of extremely talented women who unfortunately lack
confidence talk themselves out of getting to the next level of leadership.
There is too much self-doubt and
fear of failure by some that they
don’t even try to get to the next level.
The rest of us need to help guide
them to be able to believe in the
strength they have within.

In 2014, you were presented a
Trailblazer Award by Gov. Scott
Walker, which recognized your long
history of entrepreneurship and
your Wisconsin roots. What was
your reaction?
This was such an honor to me,
and I was elated. I have a huge
amount of respect for Gov. Walker
and have watched him trailblaze
through his career, so to receive the
recognition from him was amazing.
The ceremony for this award was so
well done and made all of us who
received awards that day feel so
proud for who we were. I brought
my daughter, Maia, to attend with
me so that she would be inspired by
the other women that received other
awards that day. It was a fantastic
feeling.
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What is your definition of a
trailblazer?

What can the ICCFA provide its
members?

One who charges forward to accomplish tasks that might seem too
difficult for others, to create change
and to inspire others.

Continue to have great programs
like they do to help people see that
keeping their head in the sand won’t
work. The ICCFA has always been
progressive and sales focused, and if
members can also be progressive and
remember the importance of sales, they
will continue to succeed. If they hope
the industry stays the same as it always
has been, they will fade away quickly.

What do you hope to accomplish
during your tenure as president?
I have always wanted to see more
unity within our professions so that
we can help our society understand
and respect death more than they do.
All sides of our profession need to
work together to create experiences
for families in order to help them recognize how important cemeteries are
within their communities, how important a final resting place is and
the importance of the ceremony of a
funeral.
There is simply too much division
among our separate professions, and
this needs to change. One of the reasons I enjoy the ICCFA so much is
that it is the one association that
makes the most effort to make this
happen. As president, I hope to continue to carry the message forth and
support all of the efforts made to do
this.

We’ve finally reached the tipping
point where cremation is more
than 50 percent nationally. Where
does funeral service go from here?
We all need to get out of our own
head and start making funeral services easy for the consumer. Too
often, we are too rigid over policies,
prices, products and services that
have been the same forever, and we
forget to review for relevance. Let’s
think more like a consumer and create the process of funeral service to
be more controlled by them instead
of us.
Our society needs to recognize the
importance of ceremony and memorialization, and too often deaths create inconveniences for those it
affects. If we can learn to respect
death and the dead more, cremation
statistics will no longer be relevant. It
won’t matter what the percentage is
if we can create a meaningful experience for the family of the deceased.

What is the message that deathcare professionals should be
delivering to families?
Every single life should be remembered. And the remembrance process
should reflect the life that was lived
of each and every person.
Pertaining to cremation families,
it’s important to communicate that
the deceased person is not simply disposable. We all need to be stronger
explaining that cremation is not a
disposal process that ends when the
cremated remains are placed in the
temporary container.

What does the future hold for
Christine Toson Hentges?
There are great opportunities in
front of me right now. For our company, it’s my goal to continue to diversify our business and grow us to a
level that requires additional talent to
our team and board of directors.
International growth is also important to me, and I’m confident our
company has many future chances to
take our products and services to
other countries besides the United
States and Canada.
Even though I’ve been in the business
for 23–plus years, I still feel young with
lots of solid, successful years ahead of
me. It’s a journey, and keeping my eyes
open to growth and opportunities for
us is always appealing to me.

Have you planned your own funeral?
While I haven’t specifically planned
my own funeral, we have planned our
cemetery arrangements, which only
makes sense. This past year, my family
hired Coldspring granite to design our
private family estate at our cemetery

in Hartland, Wisconsin, called the
Gardens of StoneBank. Tim and I,
and my parents, Bill and Barb Toson,
have our personal crypts installed,
and my sister and her husband have
niches within the beautiful development. There is room for eight more
cremated remains for the rest of my
family. The peace of mind we promote in preplanning has been realized
by all of us. There is a true sense of
relief to know that my final resting
place has been chosen and designated.
Relative to my funeral, I do let it be
known that I would like lots of champagne and merlot served as well as to
have Josh Groban come to sing
“Remember” from the movie “Troy.”
It’s a powerful song; consider the lyrics:
Remember, I will still be here
As long as you hold me, in your
memory
Remember, when your dreams have
ended
Time can be transcended
Just remember me
I am the one star that keeps burning, so brightly,
It is the last light, to fade into the
rising sun
I’m with you
Whenever you tell, my story
For I am all I’ve done
Remember, I will still be here
As long as you hold me, in your
memory
Remember me
I am the one voice in the cold wind,
that whispers
And if you listen, you’ll hear me call
across the sky
As long as I still can reach out, and
touch you
Then I will never die
Remember, I’ll never leave you
If you will only
Remember me
Remember, I will still be here
As long as you hold me
In your memory
Remember, when your dreams
have ended
Time can be transcended
I live forever
Remember me
Remember me
Remember, me •
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