
November 19, 2018

© 2018 Kates-Boylston Publications   •   www.funeralserviceinsider.com   •   800-829-9145

Argent Financial Group has
been serving death-care profes-
sionals for many years, but after
acquiring Live Oak Bank’s trust
business, it’s more invested than
ever in the space.

In less than four years at Live
Oak, Steve Jackson and Jim
Breaux helped build the trust
business to oversee more than
$1.3 billion. Both have joined
Argent Trust Co. to continue
their mission. 

Argent’s move triples or even
quadruples its funeral and
cemetery trust business, Jackson
estimates. “It is very signif-
icant,” he says. “The
commitment that Argent has
made with this acquisition is a
significant boost.”

The move comes a year after
Argent agreed to buy
Independence Trust Co. in
Franklin, Tennessee, for an
undisclosed amount.
Interestingly, Live Oak Bank
had agreed to buy Independence
Trust Co. a couple years earlier
but the transaction ultimately
fell through. Independence Trust
Co. has a specialty trust that

serves the funeral and cemetery
professions, Jackson notes. 

“Argent will be rolling up the
assets it’s buying from Live Oak
and adding to what it already
has,” Jackson says. “I view Jim
and I coming in as something to
complement what they are
doing and adding to that – not
taking away from that.”

Jackson, a certified trust and
financial adviser, certified
financial planner and certified
public accountant, is now the
senior vice president of Argent
Trust Co.’s funeral and
cemetery division, responsible
for the overall management of
the unit.

Breaux, who has more than 20
years of banking and trust
industry experience, is now
senior vice president and
national sales executive with
Argent’s funeral and cemetery
division. Both will be reporting
to Mark Milton, who they previ-
ously worked with at Live Oak,
and before that, at Regions
Bank.

While both men are proud of

Power Play: Argent Boosts Commitment
to Serving Funeral Homes, Cemeteries 

Founders at Journey Group
Resign from Company

The three founders of The Journey
Group, a Metairie, Louisiana-based
company focused on acquiring funeral
homes and cemeteries, have resigned from
the company.

Glenn McMillen, who served the
company as chief operating officer, says in
an email that he and co-founders Larry
Merrington, who served as president and
CEO; and Billy McDougal, who was senior
vice president of business development,
have all left.

“We were in a situation where we wanted
to go in a different direction than our
investors. We wanted to continue to grow
the size of the company. TJG is a good
company and will continue to do well,”
McMillen says in an email.

As of press time, McMillen was not sure
what he or his fellow co-founders would
do. “There are a number of opportunities,”
he says.

The Journey Group’s last acquisition
listed on the news portion of its website
was in March, when it acquired two firms
in the greater Birmingham, Alabama, area –
each a combination operation. At that time,
the company noted that it had 13 operating
locations and a significant capitalization
supporting the company.

The website now lists Thomas Fairfield
as CEO and Paul Kopsky as COO.

Steve Jackson and Jim Breaux to Continue their Mission at New Firm
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the work they did to build up the
trust business that Argent has taken
over, they know there’s plenty
more work to do – and lots more
value to provide death-care profes-
sionals.

“As a short-term goal – say three
to five years – I would hope to
grow the trust to $4 billion if not
higher,” Jackson says. “I think
there is ample opportunity to bring
superior service and relationship-
driven service to the funeral home
and cemetery trust groups. I think
we can provide a lot of education
as well – almost everyone has one
of these trusts, but is it really doing
what they need it to do?”

That may seem like a lofty goal,
but Jackson points out that most
funeral homes and cemeteries have
a trust, and while many banks do a
solid job as trustee, for most, it’s
not their focus.

Argent is also focused on
remaining the steward of the trust
assets it acquired from Live Oak,
and it’s already reached out by
phone and email to larger clients.

“It was important that we establish
open lines of communications so
we could address any questions our
clients may have had about the
transaction,” Argent says in an
email.

There is a lot involved in serving
the funeral and cemetery niche,
Breaux points out. “I think it’s
underserved because it’s a niche
business,” he says. “It’s very
technical, and it does require an
expertise and a focus. I think a lot
of times companies that offer
broad wealth management or trust
services focus on the easier
business – personal trusts with a
uniform trust code that are very
simple to manage and have repet-
itive tasks across state lines.” But
working in the funeral and
cemetery space and its mishmash
of requirements across various
states requires an entity with more
commitment, Breaux says.

As someone who speaks with
funeral home and cemetery owners
almost every day, Breaux observes
a lot of them work with local
banks, which he sees as an oppor-
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Steve Jackson (left) and Jim Breaux (right) remain committed to serving funeral home and
cemetery owners with trust assets in their new roles at Argent Trust Co. 
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tunity for Argent. “The problem is, managing a funeral home or cemetery trust is not comparable to personal trusts,
which is what these banks are good at doing at a local level,” he says. “This requires expertise and special counsel
– it requires a lot of focus to get it right. That is one thing we want to do: get it right and keep our clients off the
state regulators’ bad list.”

Breaux’s goal is to meet with as many funeral home and cemetery owners as he can and say to them: “You run
your business, and we take care of the trust for you.” He adds, “That is what we try to do – take a highly regulated,
cumbersome trust and run it for them so they have time to devote back to the business.”

The fee schedule for those services can vary but is generally in line with others, Breaux says. “It depends on what
we are doing and what capacity we are working for the client or trust. In some cases, we will manage the assets as
well as act as the trustee. In some cases, we will only be the trustee and someone else will manage the money. In
some cases, recordkeeping is required and sometimes not,” he explains. “We don’t strive to be the low-cost leader:
We strive to be the expert and the most knowledgeable and experienced team in the market.”

Building on Something

Jackson and Breaux feel like they’ve come a long way in serving funeral homes and cemeteries with trusts, and
they are looking forward to continuing their work.

“I was there from the very beginning of starting the trust company at Live Oak – it didn’t even have a charter
when I got there,” Jackson says. “I feel very fulfilled with what we did there – starting the trust company from
scratch.”

Jackson, Breaux and the rest of the trust team pulled off their success despite the trust business not fitting in with
Live Oak’s primary mission of lending money to funeral homes and cemeteries. 

Live Oak says as much in a news release announcing what it called “a purchase and sale agreement with Argent
Financial Group, a leader in trust services, to divest its preneed funeral trust business.” The news release notes,
“Live Oak Bank remains dedicated to funeral home and cemetery lending, and this agreement allows the bank to
streamline operations to better serve customers. This relationship allows Live Oak Bank and Argent to create a
strategic alliance to cross-refer lending and trust business to more efficiently provide services to those in the
funeral home and cemetery industry, with each entity focusing on its unique expertise.”

According to Jackson, “Ninety-nine percent of what Live Oak does is lending, and the trust was a complement to
that … it wasn’t necessarily part of the machine, but the support from management was excellent.”

The fact that the team was so successful in filling a need for funeral homes is one of the reasons why Jackson and
Breaux are so bullish for the future. When they started the trust business at Live Oak, they felt there was room for a
new provider – and they proved they were right. “I think we’ll continue to fill the same hole,” Jackson says.

Breaux notes that with 29 offices in 12 states, 285 employees (including part-timers) and with responsibility of
more than $20 billion in assets, Argent has significant resources. “Trust and asset management is the core of
Argent’s business, and it’s been really fun to get back into a core business,” he says. 

But that’s not taking anything away from how Live Oak oversaw the development of the trust before divesting
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the business, Jackson says, “We did something
fabulous and did it with a good reputation and a lot
of integrity – and to take that and fold it into an
organization like Argent where trust is all they do –
where you have numerous people doing operations
and processing of securities in and out and invest-
ments and all that – it’s just really cool from my
standpoint.” 

Breaux, who had been involved in the asset
management business for 20 years before shifting
to trust, says he’s gained a deep appreciation for
this type of work. “I started on the lending side
looking at income and liabilities and cashflow, and
I think for the first time in my career, I got more in
tune with how impactful a trust program could be
with a funeral home or cemetery,” he says.

In future weeks and months, Argent will be
adding new members to its funeral home and
cemetery trust team – and expect more of them to
come from Live Oak Bank, Jackson says. “A lot of
talent who worked with us at Live Oak will work
for us at Argent,” Jackson says.

Joining Argent was an easy decision for both
Jackson and Breaux as they’ll be reporting directly
to Milton, senior vice president of institutional
services – who they hold in high esteem.

“Mark Milton hired each one of us at different
times when we were at Regions Bank many years
ago,” Breaux says. “I worked for Mark at Regions
for 10 years.” Both men also worked for Milton at
Live Oak Bank.

“Mark is a relentless worker and doesn’t sleep
much,” Jackson says. “He would never ask you to
do something he wouldn’t also do – he does whatever it takes to get the job done, and I like to associate with
people like that. I love the guy.”

The feelings the two men have for Milton are mutual. “I have worked before with Steve and Jim and have
tremendous respect for each of them,” Milton says in a news release. “Both share Argent’s philosophy of providing
fiduciary-level services to our clients. With their deep knowledge and proven client service and business devel-
opment skills, they will be a tremendous addition to our team.”
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About Argent

Argent, headquartered in Ruston, Louisiana, has deep
roots throughout the South and a legacy of corporate
growth driven by a desire to provide clients with excep-
tional service, according to its website.

The website states:

In 1930, just months after the market crash of 1929
and the beginning of the Great Depression, the Trust
Department of Ruston State Bank (RSB) in Ruston,
Louisiana was formed. Years later, in 1989, a young RSB
trust officer with great initiative and passion wrote in a
memo to colleagues, “If we elect to provide any service,
it must be provided excellently.”

The following year, in 1990, The Trust Company of
Louisiana was formed out of the RSB Trust Department,
and in 1991, desiring the flexibility to work independ-
ently and offer service with excellence, that young trust
officer, Kyle McDonald, led the purchase of the company
that is today Argent Financial Group and of which he
still serves as our CEO.

Throughout the years, the company has continued to
expand and now has 29 offices in 12 southern states and
employs 285 professionals with responsibility for more
than $20 billion in client assets and two million mineral
acres.

“We continue to be a company that is privately owned
by our staff, clients, and avid supporters, all committed
to serving our clients excellently, just as we began,” the
Argent website states.
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Jackson and Breaux note they thoroughly enjoy working in the death-care space. “I enjoy it because there are a lot
of characters in this industry, and most everyone is a lifer – they have all committed to this profession and almost to
a person, they’ve been doing this since they were young, and it is generally a family business. Their commitment to
the profession is what I enjoy,” Jackson says.

That’s a sentiment shared by Breaux. “Everyone in this business is real – what you see is what you get, and what
they portray is who they are,” he says. “I have tons of respect for what they do for families on a daily basis. It is so
easy to work for people you respect.”

Visit www.argenttrust.com to learn more about Argent Trust Co. Steve Jackson can be reached at
sjackson@argenttrust.com and Jim Breaux can be reached at jbreaux@argenttrust.com.

Funeral Directors Life Named as One of the Best Companies to Work for in Texas

Funeral Directors Life was recently named as
one of the 2019 Best Companies to Work for in
Texas, according to a news release. The awards
program was created in 2006 and is a project of
Texas Monthly, the Texas Association of
Business, Texas SHRM and Best Companies
Group.

The Best Companies Group statewide survey
and awards program was designed to identify,
recognize and honor the top 100 best places of
employment in Texas, benefiting the state’s economy, work force and businesses. Any company, government
entity, or nonprofit organization in business for a minimum of one year with a facility in Texas and at least 15
employees in Texas was eligible to participate in the program.

“It is an honor to be recognized by the Best Companies Group and Texas Monthly as one of the 100 Best
Companies to Work for in Texas,” says Kris Seale, Funeral Directors Life president and CEO. “This is a great
accomplishment, and a tribute the amazing people who make up our organization. We could not do what we
do without their feedback, vision, and leadership throughout the company.”

Companies from across the state entered the two-part survey process to determine the Best Companies to
Work for in Texas. The first part consisted of evaluating each nominated company’s workplace policies,
systems, philosophies, practices, and demographics, worth approximately 25 percent of the total evaluation.
The second part consisted of an employee survey to measure the employee experience, worth approximately
75 percent of the total evaluation. The combined scores determined the top companies and the final rankings.

The list of the 100 Best Companies to Work for in Texas and how they rank will be announced March 28,
2019, and the winners will be profiled by Texas Monthly in a special publication.



The Latest Headlines from Throughout the World of Funeral Service
It’s been another busy week or two throughout the world of funeral service. Here are some of the latest headlines

you may have missed ...

CFSA Holds Successful Fall Conference & Trade Show

The Casket & Funeral Supply Association of America held its annual Fall Conference & Trade Show at the
Hilton Columbus Downtown in Columbus, Ohio, Oct. 29-30. Over 200 representatives from the funeral supply
industry throughout North America attended the event recognizing the association’s 105-year anniversary. Thirteen
past CFSA presidents attended, spanning 26 years.

Michael Beardsley (Thacker Caskets and Marsellus Casket Co.) and Bob York (posthumously, of StarCorp) were
awarded 2018 CFSA Lifetime Recognition Awards. Dave Hazelett (Astral Industries) moderated the Industry
Leaders Panel Discussion featuring Gerald Davis of Vandor Corp.; Steve Duffy of Matthews Aurora Funeral
Solutions; Tina Houck of Schuylkill Haven Casket Co.; Kim Graham of Nomis Publications; and Dan Sauder of
Sauder Funeral Products.

The exhibit hall included 37 companies that service the death-care industry, including manufacturers, distributors,
and service providers. A complete list of the exhibitors and sponsors is available on the association website at
CFSAA.org. 

The next association conference is the CFSA Winter Seminar April 2, 2019, in conjunction with the ICCFA
Annual Convention in Charlotte, North Carolina.
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Below: Thirteen past presidents attended the CFSA’s recent Fall Conference & Trade Show in Columbus.

Join Your Peers in New Orleans

There is still time to sign up for the Cremation Strategies Conference, Dec. 5, and the Funeral Service Business
Plan Conference, Dec. 6-7 – both in New Orleans.

Visit www.cremationstrategies.com and www.kbbizplan.com to learn more – and add discount code “VIP”
at checkout to get a special price on your registration.

http://www.cremationstrategies.com
http://www.kbbizplan.com
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StoneMor Partners Adds Depth to Operational Management

StoneMor Partners L.P., a leading owner and operator of cemeteries and funeral homes, announced in a news
release that it has filled a number of operational management positions.

Over the past few months, new hires include Doug Farruggia as northeast division president, Jack Omer as
southeast division president and Robert Page as western division president. In addition, Chris Hamiel has joined as
vice president of operations support.

As division presidents, reporting to chief operating officer Jim Ford, Farruggia, Omer and Page will oversee all
aspects of cemetery and funeral operations, including site operations, profit performance, customer service, sales
targets and oversight of regional management. They will assume responsibility for establishing operational bench-
marks, timelines and resources needed to achieve strategic goals while setting standards for accountability and
measurements of success.

Joe Redling, StoneMor’s chief executive officer, says, “We’re delighted to welcome these four executives to the
StoneMor team. As we recently announced, StoneMor has moved to a decentralized operating structure based on
three regional divisions and a general manager model. These individuals will play key roles as we drive improve-
ments in accountability, efficiency and overall profitability.”

Ford says, “We’ve filled vital roles with veteran industry talent, and we couldn’t be more excited. Their individual
and collective experience spans operational excellence, financial management and team leadership. We expect they
will have a significant impact on our operating team and we look forward to their contributions.”

Farruggia joins StoneMor from CMS East, a privately-held, full-service cemetery company located in Jeanette,
Pennsylvania, where from 2015 to 2018 he held the position of executive vice president and sales director
overseeing all 26 company locations. Prior to that, Farruggia filled numerous senior management roles at CMS East
since 1997. Prior to CMS East, he was regional general manager at CMS West, a Pittsburgh-based full-service
cemetery company.

Omer joined StoneMor in 2017 as regional vice president and shortly added vice president of strategic initiatives.
In September 2018, he was promoted to southeast division president. From 2015 to 2017, Omer was regional vice
president of operations at Senior Lifestyle Corp., a Chicago-based operator of senior lifestyle communities in 24
states and two countries. Prior to that, from 2009 to 2015, Omer was senior director of operations at Tennessee-
based Brookdale Senior Living.

Page joins StoneMor from Orlando, Florida-based Foundation Partners Group LLC, one of the largest privately-
owned funeral and cemetery operators

Hamiel, joins StoneMor from Foundation Partners Group, where he was area vice president of sales and opera-
tions for northeast region since 2016. Prior to that, he was sales designer for cremation Gardens for Matthews
International. He also filled various management roles at Stewart Enterprises and Service Corporation International
since 1999. Hamiel, also reporting to Ford, will focus on pricing management for all locations, including the
creation of standardized and simplified price lists. His responsibilities include merchandise procurement and
inventory development, safety and compliance and management of maintenance capital expenditures.
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Nicole Henderson Named New Homesteaders Account Executive

Homesteaders Life Company’s VP-Field Sales, Dan Lodermeier, has
announced that Nicole Henderson has joined the company’s industry-
leading team of account executives, according to a news release.

Henderson, who has served for several years as a Homesteaders
customer service representative, brings extensive financial services
experience to her new role supporting the company’s funeral home
customers.

“Nicole has an infectiously optimistic attitude and dedication to hard
work,” Lodermeier says. “We are thrilled to welcome her as the newest
member of our home office sales team. Her background in customer
service will help her build lasting relationships with our funeral home
customers.”

Henderson cites the importance of promoting the value of advance funeral planning as one of the many reasons
she is looking forward to her new position.“I have personally experienced the benefits of preneed, and I am
committed to earning the trust of every funeral professional I work with,” Henderson says. “I am dedicated to
top-quality service and providing exceptional resources to our customers.”

Henderson will be serving funeral professionals in Alabama, Kentucky, South Carolina, Tennessee, Virginia and
West Virginia. For more information, visit www.homesteaderslife.com.

Heritage Memorial Joins Foundation Partners Group

Foundation Partners Group announced in a news release the acquisition of Heritage Memorial Funeral Home &
Crematory in Warner Robins, Georgia. With this acquisition, Heritage Memorial becomes the second Foundation
Partners location in Georgia, joining Glen Haven Memorial Gardens in Macon.

“Heritage Memorial makes a great addition to our growing portfolio of funeral operations,” says Bob Bukala,
president and CEO of Foundation Partners Group. “Kim Harris and her team have set a high standard of service
for their families and their community that perfectly matches ours. We are very proud to have Kim and her team
join Foundation Partners and help us grow our presence in Georgia.”

Heritage Memorial Funeral Home & Crematory was founded in 1994 by Harris’ father, Rabun O. Smith, after
selling his original funeral business he had owned since 1969. Upon Smith’s death in 2008, Harris took over
ownership and day-to-day management of the firm.

“Recently, our funeral home reached a critical point related to future growth and I realized I couldn’t go it
alone,” Harris says. “As I explored a sale and evaluated my options, everything I read and learned about
Foundation Partners Group resonated with me. They are sincere in their approach to the business and their views
on community involvement align with ours at Heritage Memorial.  I know that my father would be pleased with
my decision to affiliate with Foundation Partners.”
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Nicole Henderson
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Two Publishing Veterans Join Kates-Boylston Publications

Kates-Boylston Publications, the publisher of Funeral Service Insider,
American Funeral Director and American Cemetery & Cremation, has added
two publishing veterans to its team.

Chris Maguire, formerly the co-owner of a Minuteman Press franchise,
which provides an array of graphics and printing services, has joined the
company as its marketing and circulation manager.

Mary Ford, formerly of WholeFoods Magazine, has joined the company as
a national account manager.

“We are thrilled to have two professionals of Chris’s and Mary’s caliber join our team, and we know they’ll do
a great job for our customers,” says Allison Sullivan, publisher of Kates-Boylston.

Maguire can be reached at cmaguire@kbpublications.com. Ford can be reached at mford@kbpublications.com.

Bogati Urn Co. Calls On Industry Input for Book

When Bogati Urn Co. owner Andrea Bogard LeBlanc attended the funeral of her nephew, a young college-age
student in early 2018, she learned his close-knit group of friends had done something special. As they drove his
cremated remains back home to California, they picked up all his favorite foods from his college town in Tucson,
Arizona, and then stopped at Burger King, his favorite fast food restaurant, on the way to the service.

Similarly, his family prepared his other favorite foods, and that day guests enjoyed everything from Philly
cheesesteaks to barbecue, baked potatoes, and key lime pie. This is when Bogard LeBlanc began thinking about
how foods bring people comfort and togetherness in times of grief.

To highlight this phenomenon, Bogard LeBlanc will be writing a book on the topic and is requesting submis-
sions from members of the funeral industry. Recipes, including regional and cultural specialties; feel-good food
stories; tips on preparing foods for services and/or grieving families; and any other information related to food
and loss/grieving, are welcome.

Submissions can be made by emailing sales@bogatiurns.com by March 31, 2019. Submissions are not
guaranteed for inclusion, but those that are included will be attributed to the person or persons who submit them.
For more information on Bogati Urn Co., visit www.bogatiurns.com.
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Chris Maguire Mary Ford

Sincerely,

Thomas A. Parmalee, Editor
tparmalee@kbpublications.com
www.linkedin.com/in/thomasparmalee
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