
Return Home CEO Micah Truman is pictured leaving follow-
ing a tour of the Return Home funeral home which special-
izes in human composting in Auburn, Washington on
March 14, 2022. — AFP photos

Truman shows a demonstration “vessel” for the deceased,
that has been decorated with flowers, family photos and
sports team logos by Return Home. 

Truman holds up a t-shirt with a light-hearted slogan read-
ing “I’d rather be compost”.
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A
woodpecker settled on a branch
overhead as Cindy Armstrong
stood near a grouping of trees,

gazing at a patch of soil that contained
bits of her sonʼs composted remains.
Armstrong is one of a growing number of
Americans embracing environmentally
low-impact burials for their loved ones.
Armstrong recalled that her son Andrew
insisted on the so-called “terramation”
process after the western state of
Washington became the first in the United
States to make the practice a legal alter-
native to cremation in 2019.

“I was mortified,” she told AFP. “Now
that Iʼve gone through the process, Iʼm all
for this. I will be terramated.” The com-
posted remains of Andrew, who died from
cancer last year at age 36, have joined
remains of dozens of others on a hillside
in the town of Kent, in the Seattle area,
set aside as their resting place.

Thousands of Americans choose
“green” burial - which eschews chemical
embalming as well as materials like con-
crete or metal which come with climate-
harming carbon footprints - each year.
“He wanted to give back to nature,”
Armstrong said on a recent March morn-
ing, with trees and plants taking root in the

verdant, wet hillside. The land is owned
by Return Home, a startup that has per-
formed 40 terramations since launching in
the neighboring city of Auburn seven
months ago.

ʻDying betterʼ
“Itʼs like these people are teaching us

to die better,” Return Home founder and
chief Micah Truman said as he showed
AFP a warehouse-sized room with racks
of metal containers referred to as “ves-
sels”, which hold remains during the 60-
day, sealed decomposition process. The
space was brightly lit and upbeat music
played. Loved ones who visit during those
60 days can pick songs celebrating the
lives of those they have lost.

Bodies in vessels are not embalmed,
and family members are invited to add
flowers or compostable mementos to the
straw and other natural ingredients used
in the process. The amount of organic
material added to the vessels to help in
the composting process is about triple the
body weight of the human remains inside,
resulting in hundreds of pounds of com-
post being produced. No enzymes are
added, the company said.

Sensors tracking moisture, tempera-

ture and air flow synched with a comput-
er to optimize conditions for decomposi-
tion. Halfway through the process, bones
are removed and ground into fine pieces
before being put back in the vessel to fin-
ish composting. The result looks and
feels like ordinary mulch. Families can
take as much or as little as they want,
with the rest spread at “The Woodland”
in Kent. Local zoning rules restrict the
land - which was once strewn with ruined
cars, some scarred by bullets - from ever

being built on.

Green burial
Body composting is part of an eco-

friendly funeral trend gaining momentum
around the world, according to Green
Burial Council president Edward Bixby.
“Basically, itʼs going back to the earth as
we came; dust to dust,” said Bixby, who
opened his first Destination Destiny natu-
ral burial cemetery five years ago in New
Jersey and has expanded to ten US

states. The council has more than 400
members, some outside the United
States, according to Bixby. A single cre-
mation, according to the Green Burial
Council, burns about as much fuel as a
full tank of a large sport utility vehicle.

Return Home body composting is
priced at $5,000, on par with cremation.
Traditional funerals can cost double or
triple that. Other green burial options
include simply wrapping a body in a
biodegradable shroud or putting it in a
wooden box and burying it. Silicon
Valley-based Coeio sells an Infinity Burial
Suit that contains mushroom mycelium in
a recipe intended to “neutralize toxins
found in the body and transfer nutrients
to plant life.”

Green burials come with a natural
approach to death itself. Loved ones can
be involved with preparing bodies for
burial, seeing the departed as being a
part of life that continues on. “Horror
movies and things like that have made
people afraid of death and dying,” Bixby
said. “We have always had the ability to
care for our loved ones in death, we just
lost touch with it.” — AFP 

‘The Wire’ team
back in Baltimore
for corrupt-cop tale

T
wo decades after cult favorite “The
Wire” hit the screens, its creators
are back on the mean streets of

Baltimore for a new mini-series, “We
Own This City”. Unveiled at TV festival,
Series Mania, in France this weekend
and due to launch in the US on HBO
Max on April 25, the show reunites writ-
ers David Simon and George Pelecanos
for a true-life story about a massive cor-
ruption case in the heart of the cityʼs
notorious police department.

When police killed young African-
American Freddie Gray during an arrest
in 2015, it triggered riots in the city and
forced the department to introduce
reforms and clean up its act. In the
process it emerged that a group of eight
cops had for years engaged in racket-
eering and abuse with impunity, extort-
ing money and drugs from dealers.
“Baltimore had issues with police brutal-
ity and police misconduct for a long
time, but the scope of this corruption
scandal - I donʼt think people saw it
coming,” James Fenton, an investiga-
tive journalist who wrote the book on
which the new series is based, told AFP
at the festival.

Fenton works at the Baltimore Sun,
the newspaper which Simon once called
home before turning to TV for shows,
including “The Deuce”, “Generation Kill”
and the critical sensation that was “The
Wire”. “David Simon reached out to me
during the trial, saying ʻYou should write
a book... if you do, we can make a show
based on itʼ,” said Fenton. “In some
respects, things were dramatized, but
some scenes I watched being filmed and
it was word-for-word the same, which
was incredible,” he said.

ʻFree reinʼ
The corrupt unit of plain-clothes

police tended to target poor, predomi-
nantly black neighborhoods, often fabri-
cating evidence to raise their standing in
the department. “They felt so secure.
They had free rein,” said Fenton. This
was not straight-forward racism, howev-
er: Five of the eight officers involved
were black, although the ringleader
Wayne Jenkins, who had previously had
a glittering reputation, was white. They
got away with it for years because vic-
tims were reluctant to complain or
ignored, Fenton added.

US actor Jamie Hector, who also
appeared in “The Wire”, plays an officer
who disappeared a day before he was
due to give evidence in the case. “It felt
like coming home, with David, George,
the old team. It was always creative,
entertaining and still challenging,” Hector
said at a press conference at the festi-
val. He said he had decided not to meet
the officerʼs family.—AFP

W
ith its imposing, angular propor-
tions made out of clay, laterite
and other local building materi-

als, the Opera Village cultural and edu-
cational project, designed by Burkina
Faso-born architect Francis Kere, blends
into the landscape. It overlooks Laongo,
a rural community not far from Burkina
Fasoʼs capital, Ouagadougou, and is the
sort of groundbreaking design that
helped Kere scoop architectureʼs most
prestigious award, the Pritzker Prize, this
week.

In so doing, the 56 year-old, who holds
dual Burkina and German nationality,
became the first African to win the honor
in its more than 40-year history. Built on
20 hectares of a granite plateau, the
Opera Village is shaped like a spiral, with
26 buildings housing workshops, a health
center, guest houses and a school.
Eventually, at its center will be a perform-
ance venue and covered exhibition area
with 700 seats. Built in the early 2010s
with the aim of combining art, education
and ecology, the project was the brain-

child of late German theatre director and
filmmaker Christoph Schlingensief.

ʻThe simplest materialʼ
Kere was hailed by the Pritzkerʼs spon-

sors on Tuesday for designs that are “sus-
tainable to the earth and its inhabitants -
in lands of extreme scarcity”. His Opera
Village used local construction materials,
such as clay, laterite, granite and wood to
allow it to withstand the extreme heat of
the region, the siteʼs administrator
Motandi Ouoba said. “These are local
materials that the architect found on site:
Blocks of compressed earth, bricks taken
from the site, paving stones made from
granite,” he said.

Kere “starts with the simplest material,
which we commonly share... which our
parents used, and he makes something
noble out of it,” he added. “Itʼs the earth,
itʼs all thatʼs around us, when he brings
them together, he brings to life something
that is magnificent.” It also blends well
with local vegetation, contributing to a
sense of harmony.

ʻBioclimatic buildingsʼ
The immense roofs overhang the walls

and ventilation keeps the temperature in
the rooms down, even when itʼs more
than 40 degrees Celsius outside. Kere
ensured that “our buildings are bioclimat-
ic, with a double ceiling and openings to
dissipate hot air,” Ouoba said. The health
centerʼs consultation and treatment rooms
have dozens of long windows that slide
upwards. “With so many openings,
patients feel less isolated by hospitaliza-
tion. They have a view of the landscape,”
doctor Issa Ouedraogo said.

The stylish classrooms filled with day-
light are a far cry from the makeshift decor
of many of the schools in Burkina Faso, a
country battling a jihadist insurgency since
2015 that swept in from neighboring Mali.
“The architecture of the buildings changes
everything. We are in perfect classrooms
because it is very hot here and not every-
one can afford fans or air conditioning,”
said headmaster Abdoulaye Ouedraogo,
who is also an actor and playwright. Six

classrooms can accommodate 181 pupils
- and thereʼs a separate space for music,
dance, theatre, plastic arts, photography
and audiovisual lessons.

ʻDurable and functionalʼ
Opera Village also serves as a creative

residency site for artists, according to
Ouoba. “It reminds us that we can get
something beautiful, durable and function-
al from local materials,” he said. With its
unique architecture, the center attracts
around 2,500 visitors every year.

Ouoba hopes that international recog-
nition of Francis Kere will help maintain
the curiosity of visitors. “This very presti-
gious prize is the pride of everyone, espe-
cially in these times when Burkinabe
news is dominated by terrorist attacks.
“We are happy for Mr Kere but also for us
who are among the first beneficiaries of
his work,” he said, in congratulating the
architect. — AFP 

A view of the Mali National Park, designed by Kere, in Bamako, on March 16, 2022. A view of the reproduction of the Djene Mosque at the National Museum of Mali, designed by
architect Kere, in Bamako. 

Schoolchildren attend a lesson in a classroom at the Village-Opera school. 

An aerial view of the Village-Opera school, designed by Architect Diebedo Francis Kere, in
Laongo, on March 16, 2022. — AFP photos

Cindy Armstrong is pictured during a scheduled visit of “The Woodland” where loved ones can
spread composted remains in Kent, Washington on March 14, 2022.

Armstrong is pictured with a bag containing the compost-
ed remains of her son Andrew Armstrong at her home in
Covington, Washington. 


