Highgate Cemetery

at a crossroads

Highgate Cemetery has been in use as a cemetery for 178 years and has now reached
a point where important decisions need to be made about its future. Burial space is
rapidly running out and maturing trees are destroying graves and memorials. Doing
nothing is not an option. We would like you to help us find the right answers for the

future of this amazing place.

Aerial view of Highgate Cemetery in 1939 showing the
relatively open character of the Cemetery.

Highgate Cemetery opened in 1839, one of eight new
suburban cemeteries designed to solve the problem of
London’s overcrowded churchyards. For 100 years it was
highly profitable and employed an army of groundsmen to
tend the graves, mow the grass, prune the trees and plant
flowers. As space filled up, profits fell and maintenance was
scaled back. Things got really bad by 1975, when a group
of local people formed the Friends of Highgate Cemetery to
rescue it.

Many other private cemeteries at this time were taken over
by local authorities. Highgate Cemetery is unusual in being
run by the Friends. The Cemetery receives no funding from
Government and is reliant upon income from visitors and
burials to maintain the Cemetery and keep it open.

The Friends took over a site which was increasingly
overgrown, and buildings and monuments which had been
neglected for decades. They restored many monuments
while allowing the landscape to develop as a woodland.

Highgate Cemetery is now at a crossroads: it is running out
of space for further burials and the trees are destroying
the memorial landscape.

What should we do? How can we continue to bury people
in the Cemetery, manage the trees and improve facilities
for grave owners and visitors?
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Aerial view of Highgate Cemetery in 2017 showing the
Cemetery overgrown with trees.
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... but how can it

continue?

In 2001 the Select Committee on Cemeteries concluded: ‘If the public are to continue
to have access to affordable, accessible burial in cemeteries fit for the needs of the
bereaved, there appears to be no alternative to grave reuse.’

Many graves have not been used for over a hundred years,
but still have room for new burials on top. If no one claims
ownership, could new burials be added above existing
ones?

At the historic Westerweld Cemetery in the Netherlands,

cremated remains are kept in beautiful urns in a memorial
garden. When families no longer require them, the urns
become available for new occupants.

“... there should be an expectation that grave
spaces will in due course be reused, and this is
necessary to economise on land-use at a time
when gravespace is a diminishing resource...
Rather than planning for re-use on a grave-by-
grave basis, there is merit in seeking to bring
larger areas into re-use as part of a coherent
plan.”

Diocese of Southwark:
Chancellor’'s Guidance on Churchyards & Memorials

At the City of London Cemetery in Manor Park,
burial spaces have been created by moving
existing remains deeper in the same grave. New
burials can then be accommodated on top. This is
common practice in many European countries. The
existing headstone is reversed to allow for a new
inscription on the other side while retaining the
original memorial.

At the City of London Cemetery,
new graves have been created
by exhuming remains from a row
of existing graves and reburying
them at one end.

At many cemeteries,
cremated remains are
kept in above-ground
structures rather than
buried. When families
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Many private vaults at
Highgate Cemetery are
less than half full.

Could remaining space
be sold to new families?
Or could vaults become
semi-private spaces for
cremated remains?

At Pére-Lachaise Cemetery in Paris, opened in
1804 and still a working cemetery, old and new
graves sit beside each other. Plots are sold on
extendable leases. When families no longer
require them, they become available for new
occupants.

The reuse of graves enables better maintenance
of the cemetery, while respecting its historic
importance.

A 1995 study found that most respondents did
not oppose reuse of graves, provided that:

¢ it was 100 years since the last burial

* any remains were retained in the same grave
* a photographic record was made of the
memorial before it was removed.
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