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Damon Conklin, owner of Super
Genius, a tattoo shop on Capitol Hill,
and co-founder of the Seattle Tattoo
Convention, said that before the Sept.
11 attacks, about 10 people a month
would have gotten a memorial tattoo;
last month he saw about 60 people
pay tribute with ink.

BETTY UDESEN / THE SEATTLE TIMES
Chris McLean had Damon Conklin
tattoo a Scottish castle to
commemorate the death of his father,
who traced his lineage back to Duart
Castle, where the family had ruled for
centuries.
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Tribute tattoos | Ink dedicated to lost
loved ones
By Taya Flores
Seattle Times staff reporter

Kirsten Gregg can't forget her brother.

Six years after he was brutally beaten to death in the Mardi Gras
riots, the 23-year-old Kent resident still remembers how
Kristopher Kime protected her, how he made her feel safe and
how she wanted to grow up to be like him.

When she was 18, she found a way to permanently pay tribute to
Kris — a tattoo of a solemn cherub with blue wings, her brother's
favorite color.

"I am never going to have closure, but it definitely helps me
cope," she said. "It was something I could do to help preserve the
memory and story of my brother because I can only cry so
much."

Art and artists

Although tribute tattoos have been around for a long time, they
are making a comeback, said Damon Conklin, owner of Super
Genius Tattoo in Capitol Hill and co-founder of the Seattle
Tattoo Convention.

Conklin expects to see a lot of tribute tattoos at the sixth-annual
convention this weekend.

The convention brings together more than 200 tattoo artists from
around the country to showcase their work through contests such
as "best sleeve," "tattoo of the day" and "worst tattoo."

Visitors can watch the artists work or get a tattoo themselves.
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COURTESY OF KIRSTEN GREGG
Kirsten Gregg's tattoo pays tribute to
her brother, Kristopher Kime, who
was killed during the 2001 Mardi
Gras riots.

Marking a loss

Conklin said that before the Sept. 11 attacks, about 10 people a
month would have gotten a memorial tattoo; but last month he
saw about 60 people pay tribute with ink.

"What [9/11] did was make people appreciate the time they spend
with their loved ones," Conklin said. "People had a really narrow
view until recently how to convey their loss in an image."

Conklin also attributes this type of tattoo's growth in popularity to TV shows such as TLC's "Miami Ink."

For some, getting a tattoo not only honors the dead, but also provides an opportunity to bond with living
family members.

A straitlaced family man from Bonney Lake, John Mitterholzer never thought he would get a tattoo. But
after his eldest son, Mark, died in 2000 after an altercation with a stranger in a nightclub, his youngest
son suggested a tattoo to honor Mark's memory.

Mitterholzer declined.

"It seemed over the top, kind of extreme," the 55-year-old construction consultant said. "I wasn't ready for
a tattoo."

Then he rethought the decision. "It would've been a great bonding time with my son, a way to grieve the
loss of Mark together." And two years later, on his 50th birthday, he asked his son to go with him to get a
tattoo to honor Mark.

The tattoo has two banners that form an oval around Mark's initials. The top banner reads, "Life is
Unfair," and the bottom banner, "But God is Good."

Beyond skin deep

For others, the tattoo provides a way to keep the departed close.

Six years ago, Pearl Jam Web store manager Rob Skinner got a memorial tattoo to honor his dog Max —
a 10-year-old boxer that died from a heart attack. Max had had a bad case of separation anxiety, so his
favorite thing to do was be close to Skinner.

"When I would leave, he would bark and yelp and sit in a window and wait for me to get home," he said.

Unlike Mitterholzer, Skinner was no stranger to tattoos. He has 19 of what he calls "typical punk rocker"
tattoos, ranging from graffiti to skulls to bass clefs. Often, he would get a tattoo for kicks.

"It seemed like the thing to do, and you get one and you get addicted to it," he said. "They all have their
own meanings; they all remind me of stories, places I've been to, but Max's has the most meaning."

He had Max cremated and mixed a bit of the dog's ashes with the ink for the tattoo.
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"Max" will forever be etched in Rob's wrist, in old English letters.

"By adding ashes to the ink, I knew he would be with me always."

Deeper meanings

Conklin, the store owner and co-founder of the convention, said he has noticed some of the memorial
tattoos becoming more elaborate.

He tattooed a vibrant depiction of a Scottish castle onto Chris McLean, a Woodinville construction
worker, in 2005.

McLean wanted the castle to commemorate the death of his father in 2003. "I try not to think much about
it," he said. "But I try to remember all the good times."

The castle isn't just any historical edifice. It symbolizes how McLean's father traced his lineage back to
Duart Castle, a Scottish castle ruled by the McLean clan for centuries.

"The castle [tattoo] reminds me just how strong he was in life," McLean said.

Tattoos are also conversation starters, helping people share their stories.

Since Gregg's tattoo dedicated to her brother is on her lower back, people occasionally see it and ask her
what it means.

"I went through so much when my brother passed away," she said. "But I don't think it was as helpful as
telling a new friend or a stranger my story if they saw my tattoo."

Taya Flores: 206-464-3825 or tflores@seattletimes.com
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