
GA R D E N I N G

New life 
flourishes in 
the capital’s 
places of rest 
Can graveyards be cool, 
as well as beautiful and 
useful? Wesley Kerr 
visits west London’s 
Brompton Cemetery and 
discovers that people are 
using the acres of green 
space in a fresh way

B rompton Cemetery is 
alive. Teeming. A 
continuous conversa-
tion between souls, 
birdsong, plants, 
stone and sky. Lime 
tree avenues a third 
of a mile long. Big vis-

tas, verdant vignettes; 633 trees from 
60 species. My favourites are the black 
poplar and mature strawberry trees. 

Brompton, the resting place for 
5 l i h f

205,000 people – with some famous 
names among them – is this week cele-
brating an award-winning £6 million 
conservation and restoration project 
led by the Royal Parks charity, 
which  manages the Grade I listed, 
 39-acre landscape.

The new café is buzzing – people 
spilling out from the pavilion next to 
the restored entrance lodge on Old 
Brompton Road. Across the flower 
b d h l h h



beds, a matching pavilion hosts the 
friends group and welcomes visitors. 
There are fabulous views towards the 
domed chapel, reminiscent of the Pan-
theon in Rome. Most of the cemetery 
buildings and more than 20 individual 
monuments are Grade II listed. There 
are thought to be 35,000 monuments 
and sculptures in red granite, white 
marble, grey Portland stone, even ver-
digris ornamentation. Headstones fea-
ture gothic angels, Egyptian obelisks, 
crosses standing and fallen, number-
less inscriptions to the great, gallant, 
good, and ordinary. 

Brompton is sequestered from the 
madding crowd behind high walls of 
weathered yellow London brick. Now, 
in high summer, tall native grasses are 
partly held in check by yellow rattle, 
broad-leaved everlasting pea, 
mallow, fleabane, bindweed. 
There is no shortage of bram-
bles, bracken, nettles and ivy 
– of which more later. 

I catch up with the garden
and conservation volunteers 
at work removing years of 
epicormic growth from 
around a huge lime tree. Even 
though David Rudd’s day job 
is running a nearby garden 
which supports those with 
mental health issues, he loves 
the challenges here. “You’re 
free with nature and you en-
joy yourself and help out… 
You certainly can have too 
much wilderness, we will be 
doing this forever. 

“Every two or three weeks 
entirely different plants ap-
pear, the place was covered 
with cow parsley, now 
that’s  faded and there are 
sweet peas.” 

Local resident Annie Bell is a profes-
sional gardener too, giving up her free 
time. “I’ve always been very fond of 
Brompton as an oasis in a busy part of 
London, it’s such a lovely, peaceful 
place.” But she agrees it needs work: 
“Obviously it needs a balance. It needs 
some wildness for the birds and the 
butterflies and the bugs. But people 
will be more encouraged to walk 
through now. It’s more welcoming.”  

Ashley Gould travels here four miles 
by train. “This is a lovely thing to do. I 
don’t have a garden. Because my 

daughter’s obsessed with graveyards 

and cemeteries, I’m becoming more 
aware of cemeteries in London.” 

Lorraine Belgrave is “a hands-on 
person” who studies the headstones, 
the history amid wildlife. “It’s satisfy-
ing to see what work you’ve done, 
when the light comes flooding in. Na-
ture rules, but you have to have a bal-
ance between aesthetics and nature.” 

CRIPPLINGLY CO STLY
Brompton was created as a garden 
cemetery, one of the “Magnificent 
Seven” that encircle London. They 

were a response to an acute crisis as ur-
ban populations rose massively in the 
19th century (in London from one mil-
lion to 2.5 million by 1850 and nearly 
seven million by 1900). Epidemics of 
diseases such as cholera killed thou-
sands of people. The old parish grave-
yards and the few burial grounds 
simply could not cope. There was body 
snatching, shallow graves, huge sani-
tary problems. Eventually the over-
crowded old city churchyards were 
closed by law to new burials. 

The solution came from reformers, 
such as John Claudius Loudon, the in-
fluential garden writer and designer, 
and entrepreneurs such as Stephen 
Geary, Brompton’s founder. Compa-
nies to develop “garden cemeteries” in 
green field sites were backed by inves-
tors who saw a business opportunity. 
The upper and middle classes could 
buy freehold plots or shelf spaces for 
coffins in underground catacombs 
(which you can still visit at Brompton 
on guided tours). For the poor there 
were smaller plots, or common graves. 
Kensal Green opened first in 1833 and 
became fashionable after the royal bur-
ial of George III’s son, the Duke of Sus-
sex, in 1843. 

His niece Queen Victoria, in one of 
her first royal assents, July 1837, signed 
an Act enabling the purchase of land at 
Brompton – long famous for its plant 

nurseries – to provide chap-
els, catacombs and burials. 
David Ramsey, the first cem-
etery gardener, was a local 
nurseryman. On flat land, 
beside a canal (crossed by 
Stamford Bridge), Loudon 
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created a geometric design 
and Benjamin Baud, the 
young architect (who had 
worked for Sir Jeffry Wyat-
ville at Windsor Castle) con-
jured an open-air cathedral, 

with stone and brick arcades in semi-
circles above the catacombs, clustered 
around the domed chapel.

Monumental but cripplingly 
costly,  two additional chapels and a 
tower were never built. Baud was 
sacked, the business lost money and 
the canal became a railway: in 1852 the 
failing cemetery was nationalised. But 
burials continued – 155,000 by 1900.  
During the Second World War there 
was bomb damage to some of the cata-
combs. Post-war there was little invest-
ment or funds for Victorian cemeteries 
and there were few burials from the 
late Fifties to the mid Nineties. 

In the Eighties, when I first visited, 
Brompton was a wilderness with 
 decaying buildings. Evocative yes, a 
shortcut for some, 
but perhaps not en-
joyed by as much of 
the community as it 
should have been in 
an area with high 
density housing. 

Arthur Tait, 83, 
has chaired the 
Friends of Brompton 
Cemetery since 1997. 
It has grown from a 
few dozen members 
to nearly 500 and 
the Friends have 
been a key partner 
in the regeneration. 
He says: “People’s 
opinions vary about 
the state of neglect 
20 to 30 years ago, 
but I know from 
many conversations 
that many local people did not dare  
enter the place, that anti-social behav-
iour was rampant, with prostitution, 
public displays of sexual behaviour, 
and threatening-looking people among 
the reasons for not entering. The place 
was seriously overgrown. When we 
started clearing overgrown areas in 
1998, we were shocked by the amount 
of drugs, sharps and condoms that we 
encountered.” 

As a borough resident in that era I 
f

don’t recall feeling intimidated, but 
Brompton in the past few years has 
seen a step change: a better balanced 
landscape, buildings no longer at risk, 
the designed landscape re-emerging. 
There are rightly sensitivities at a place 
of burial and remembrance, which 
some visit in a state of grief or contem-
plation. But in the best cemeteries, 
plants and welcoming facilities can 
also help the healing process. 

Brompton is, however, still far from 

manicured. One extremely famous gar-
den writer who lives locally shouted at 
me: “Why don’t you cut down all the 
brambles?” 

A MO SAIC OF HABITAT S
Many famous gardeners are buried at 
Brompton, including Robert Fortune, 
intrepid plant hunter, who was the first 
to smuggle tea plants out of China. 
Some new planting is based on species 
(including Japanese anemone and win-
ter jasmine) introduced to Britain by 
him. The fern king Thomas Moore is 
also here; both were curators of the 
nearby Chelsea Physic Garden. 

The cemetery is far from being as 
neat and spacious as Loudon envis-
aged, but his lime tree avenues have 

LENDING A HELPING HAND
Volunteer gardeners Ashley Gould, David 
Rudd, Annie Bell and Lorraine Belgrave

survived 178 years, amid a mosaic of 
different habitats – acid grassland, 
country meadow, nature reserve. New 
maintenance regimes are being estab-
lished to prevent overdominance of 
brambles, bracken and ivy. There are a 
few areas – still establishing – of high 
horticulture, not helped by the small 
minority of irresponsible dog owners 
and the fact that a few plants have “dis-
appeared.” Has anyone seen a tea plant 
or a thalictrum heading down the Old 
Brompton Road? 

Many of the improvements are sub-
tle updates. Wheelchair access, new 
lavatories, fantastic digital interpreta-

tion. Accommoda-
tion for a cemetery 
worker, a huge bulb 
planting pro-
gramme, two ap-
prentices, training 
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and community pro-
grammes. 

Victoria Smith, 
who is profoundly 
deaf, has known 
Brompton all her life 
but as a volunteer 
for the past two 
years she now has a 
sense of ownership. 
She loves the Chapel 
and the “Tardis” 
Courtoy burial vault. 

“I often feel iso-
lated, but by volun-
teering here I have 
met lots of delightful 
people from all 
walks of life. I have 
also learnt a lot, 

mostly from going on the tours – I can 
recognise a lot more birds and trees 
now. I think the changes are for the 
better, the chapel is a lovely space, and 
the café should help attract more visi-
tors. I have always liked coming to 
Brompton since I was a child. I abso-
lutely love the place, it is an oasis of 
calm in a busy city, and there is also the 
wildlife and the range of interesting 
tombs and the famous people who are 
buried there.” 

One big lesson: the organisation’s 
own staff have had to learn new skills, 
not just leave it to Friends’ groups. Hal-
ima Khanom, the Royal Parks’ dynamic 
partnership and community engage-
ment officer at Brompton, has organ-
ised much additional activity. To better 
communicate with Smith, she learnt 
British Sign Language.

So far, thousands of people of all ages 
have visited, hundreds have attended 
events and there are dozens of long 
term new volunteers, with a major gar-
dening project still to come at the Chel-
sea Pensioners’ communal grave that 
contains the remains of 2,625 soldiers, 
some born in the 18th century. 

After a lifetime working with people, 
Arthur Tait, who has battled with heart 
problems to see this project through, 

understands Bromp-
ton’s powerful 
 appeal. “Many vol-
unteers say they like 
the peace and quiet 
in the cemetery, the 
long sky views, some 
come for social 

 contact and fun of 
being together. 
Many think it a won-
derful place for 
 varied reasons, in-
cluding mourning 
their dead, and want 
to help to make it 
better for people. 
Some like to be asso-
ciated with a great 
institution and place 
which makes people 
say ‘Wow’.”

We must preserve 
all that. The architecture, the stories, 
nurture the landscape by building a 
team of craft gardeners with high hor-
ticultural skills. 

The Magnificent Seven are big 
enough places, even in London, with 
all those trees, shrubs, high structures 
and secluded paths to rarely seem 
crowded. And in autumn and winter 
you can still pass a blissful half-hour 
without meeting anyone. I never 
thought I would spend so much time in 
a cemetery… at least not at this stage of 
my life!

I hope we have both conserved, 
 preserved and brought to life an 
 immensely important piece of horti-
cultural, social and architectural his-
tory – and ensured a legacy for the next 
200 years.

Wesley Kerr OBE is a freelance 
broadcaster and writer, and 
Trustee of the Royal Parks.

� In an era before the 
existence of large urban 
parks, garden cemeteries 
became popular places 
for a carriage ride or a 
stroll. But the business 
model proved difficult 
to sustain – income 
came in at the time of 
burial but fewer funds 
were available for 
maintenance. 

� The Seven in London 
are: Kensal Green, 1833; 

M AGN I F ICEN T 
SE V EN 

West Norwood, 1836; 
Highgate, 1839; Abney 
Park (Stoke Newington), 
Nunhead (near 
Peckham), Brompton, all 
1840. Tower Hamlets, 
1841. They collectively 
house the remains of at 
least one-and-a-half-
million people.

� The Brompton 
conservation project was 
mostly funded by 
£4.5 million from the 
Heritage Lottery and Big 
Lottery funds’ Parks for 
People Programme. This 
was matched with 
£1.7 million – partly from 
Royal Parks’ resources, 
plus trusts and generous 
individual donations 
(royalparks.org.uk/
parks/brompton-
cemetery).



��Through Brompton’s 
ever-changing vistas you 
discover incredible stories 
of those buried in tombs, 
vaults or catacombs. It is 
a last resting place for 
205,000 people with 
prominent names from 
commerce, politics, 
medicine, science, sport 
and military service as well 
as brilliant writers, artists, 
even horticulturalists.

��A recent event at the 
Celtic cross at the grave of 
suffragette Emmeline 
Pankhurst commemorated 
the centenary of votes 
for women.

��Dr John Snow worked 
out how cholera was 
spread, thus saving 
countless thousands of 
lives, and also improved 

conditions for women in 
childbirth by persuading 
Queen Victoria to use 
chloroform during the 
birth of her children.

��Plant hunter Robert 
Fortune introduced 120 
plant species from the Far 

East and was the first 
westerner to smuggle tea 
plants out of China.

��The Courtoy tomb (the 
Tardis), commemorates a 
mother and her daughters. 
Hannah Courtoy inherited 
vast wealth from her much 

older lover, which paid for 
her Egyptian-style tomb.

��Frederick Leyland, ship 
owner and art collector, 
lies in a tomb covered in 
bronze verdigris, the only 
one designed by Edward 
Burne-Jones.

T H E FA MOUS DE A D

Leyland tomb; Victoria Smith and Halima Khanom at Courtoy tomb; Valentine Prinsep’s tomb

‘Nature rules, 
but you have to 
have a balance 
between 
aesthetics 
and nature’
‘Many volunteers say 
they like the peace 
and quiet, some come 
for social contact’ 
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Main, Brompton 
Cemetery, 
London; left, 
Wesley Kerr



IN BLOOM
The café beside 
the North Gate; 
below, wild 
sweet peas at 
a grave site

GRAND STRUCTURE
Brompton chapel, above; below, the 
colonnade looking toward the chapel






