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INTRODUCTION
Although a cemetery is most easily defined as a place 
for the dead, it has always been a place for the living 
too. 

The cemetery can express culture through its 

landscape. This is mainly achieved through the design 
of monuments which commemorate the dead whilst 

shaping and beautifying its surroundings. This aspect 
of the cemetery has remained, albeit with some 
variation, since early modern church-yard graves, the 
design of which the Victorians followed to some 
extent. 

In his statement, John Claudius Loudon represents 
what public cemeteries across the country seek to 
achieve over and above the simple burial of the dead: 

'Churchyards and cemeteries are    scenes not only 
calculated to improve the morals and the taste, and 
by their botanical riches to cultivate the intellect, but 
they serve as historical records. This is the case with 

the religious temples and burial-grounds, in all ages 

and in all countries.' 

Whilst under threat, Loudon’s proposition for 
cemeteries still applies today. Cemeteries used to 
have a much wider, even universal, significance, 
partly due to the larger presence of death in peoples' 
lives. 

Today, death still has its place, however, thoughts and 
words on this subject are often suppressed. 

Whilst it is an aesthetically beautiful landscape, it is 
primarily a place for individuals and the community to 

mourn and connect with those that have gone before 
us. Even when the dead of York have been long-
buried and no longer have any personal relation to 
the living of York, we can still strive to draw from its 

well of memory, made manifest in the landscape. 
Those attuned to it can still sense this call to deeper 

meaning when walking around the cemetery. 

York Cemetery is still a working burial ground. 
Because the ground has been dug up and altered 
constantly, it takes a certain amount of imagination 
to see what our ancestors would have seen. 

We must rely on the few historical accounts, photos 
and illustrations – many from outside of York – to 
build a picture of the historical landscape. In that 
sense, it is like an archaeological dig, trying to reveal 
a forgotten culture of burial and commemoration. 

This Trail provides a brief guide to the ideas and 
elements that make up York Cemetery's landscape 

with special reference to Victorian and Edwardian 

times. It is hoped that it will provide an insight into 
our shared past which we have inherited today. 

What does one mean by the cemetery landscape? 

On one level it is made up visually and materially: 
graves, monuments, lawns, paths and plants and 
trees. But, more than that, it has cosmological 

importance. Its features are forged by culture and 
embedded in nature; created order out of chaos. It is 
a place of intergenerational memory, of the struggle 
of life and the acceptance of death. Ultimately, it is a 
microcosm of the world itself. 

THE TRAIL 

!! FOR YOU OWN SAFETY PLEASE KEEP TO THE PATHS AT ALL TIMES !!

From the Cemetery gates follow the tarmac road 
toward the Chapel. After a short distance note the 

distinctive white headstone topped with a motor car. 
4 Rows behind this headstone and to the left of the 
Beech tree is the monument to James Pigott 
Pritchett. 
 

1. James Pigott Pritchett (1789-1868) 

We start this Trail with one of 
the men who founded it and 
designed its landscape.  James 

Pigott Pritchett was a renowned 
architect whose career spanned 

across Yorkshire and the North. 

His most famous work today is 
the grand neoclassical building 
of Huddersfield railway station 
(1846-1850). 

York Cemetery’s Grade II* listed 
chapel which bears his name, is 

one of his earlier Greek-revival 
masterpieces and was inspired by 
the Erechtheion in Athens.  Other 
works include Lendal Chapel, the 
Portico to the Assembly Rooms, 
York County Savings bank and 
the Minster Song School.   

Pritchett played a crucial role in 
the original York Cemetery 
Company up to the 1860s, reflecting his wider 
concern for philanthropy and civic improvement in 

York – a quote from his obituary in the York Herald 
(30 May, 1868): 

                                       Continued overleaf 
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James Pigott Pritchett continued  

‘We have this week to record the death of one of our 

oldest and most greatly respected citizens J. P. 
Pritchett, Esq. the deceased occupied many positions 
of trust and confidence in York… [he was] one of the 
originators, and for a great number of years one of 
the most active members of the Cemetery Company.’ 

His plain neo-medieval sarcophagus monument is 

today much-weathered, but lies appropriately close to 
the cemetery entrance and chapel, under the shade 
of a magnificent two-trunked copper beech tree. 

In September 2018 a new vertical monument was 
erected at the head of his grave recording some of 
his life's achievements. 

Retrace your steps toward the entrance gates and 

turn right behind the dominant Beech tree. Follow the 
path to just beyond the path on your right. Stay on 
the path and look back toward the white 
Stonemason’s building. 
 

2. The North West Corner - Orchard and Cottages 

Compare the view with this image of a plan drawn by 
Pritchett and lithographed by William Monkhouse in 
1843. 

 

In the first decade of the cemetery’s history, this 

quadrant was maintained as an orchard garden and 

contained two cottages screened by a bank of trees. 
This section of the cemetery was purchased from 
Messrs Rigg Tree Nursery and these trees probably 
pre-date the purchase. 

The trees were removed in 1848, as indicated by the 

1848 finance ledger: ‘April 28th, Received of Mr 
Sellers for 40 Apple & Cherry tree boles at 1ft each.’ 

You will visit a modern orchard garden when you 
arrive at the Friend's Heritage Orchard later on in the 
Trail. 

Ahead. Follow the path as it curves to the left. Just 
before the first fir tree on your left is the Monument 

to Charles Wellbeloved and his family. 
 

3. The Wellbeloved's 

Charles Wellbeloved was the 
eldest son of the Revd. Charles 
Wellbeloved (1769-1858) 

Charles Snr. was a Minister at 
the Unitarian Chapel, 
Saviourgate and is buried in that 

churchyard. 

Like Pritchett, he was a founder 
member of the York Cemetery 
Company and an upstanding 
member of many societies in 

York, particularly the York Philosophical Society. He 
was also a distinguished archaeologist who helped to 

excavate St. Mary’s Abbey, in York's Museum Gardens. 

Wellbeloved’s interest in antiquaries and medieval 
aesthetics was shared by those involved in 
monumental design at the Cemetery.  Some 
headstone and sarcophagus designs are direct copies 
of those kept in the Yorkshire Museum in Museum 

Gardens. 

The Museum Gardens landscape was created in 1834, 
only a few years previous to the cemetery. The 
Garden's first sub-curator, Henry Baines, was a 
notable botanist and he introduced many exotic 

plants and trees, laying them out in the ‘gardenesque’ 
fashion, whereby each plant was allowed to grow 

individually. This principle was followed here in the 
Victorian Section of York Cemetery which became one 
of York's attractions with visitor's arriving from far 
afield to explore its natural beauty. 

However, it was not to everyone's expectations with a 
certain 'JB' (most likely James Backhouse, the well-
known botanist and nurseryman) in his letter to the 

Yorkshire Gazette, dated 26th Sept 1850, praising the 
layout but requesting more rare foreign trees 

Henry Baines is buried in York Cemetery in 1862 
close to the Centre Circle. 

Ahead, curving right. Stop at the crossroads with the 
Compass at your feet. 

 

  

2 
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4. Hanley Avenue 

This is the stately approach and the division line 
between land consecrated for Church of England 
burials ahead of you and that to your rear which was 
provided for the use of Dissenters. 

You are now standing at 
what was the centre of 

the landscape from 
1837, when the 
cemetery opened, until 
1857 when additional 
land was purchased to 
the east. 

This crossroads looks up 

to the Chapel where 

Pritchett’s architecture 
‘most nearly approaches 
the spirit of the Greek 
Revival…. In its setting, 
surrounded now by dark, 

over-hanging trees, the Chapel has a great dignity'. 

It confirms that instinct for style which led revivalists 
to build so many Grecian cemeteries; 'their cool 
precision is timeless’. (G.H.Broadbent ‘The Life and 
Work of Pritchett of York’). 
  

Its elevated position 
would have ensured that 

for most of its history, 

the chapel would have 
been clearly visible from 
all parts of the cemetery. 

In Autumn 2017 this 
path leading to the 
Chapel was re-

landscaped according to 
the designs of landscape 
gardener, Lizzie Tulip. It 
is once again lined with 
yew-tree hedges, 
traditional symbols of 

death.  

The extract from the 
late-nineteenth century 
map of the cemetery 
show that planting was 
similarly arranged, and 
that four shrubberies 

cornered this crossroads. 

  
 

 

Turn left and walk away from the chapel toward the 

high brick wall. On your left is the dominant raised 
monument to the Taylor Family 
 

5. Victorian Graves & Iron Railings 

An 18th century churchyard custom often provided 
graves with wrought iron fences to protect 
monuments from livestock and graffiti-vandals. The 

Victorians often continued this theme which also 
reinforced the boundaries of private plots in 
cemeteries. 

Leaning either 

side of this 

monument are 
some of the 
most lavishly 
decorated and 
intricate iron 

railings in York 
Cemetery, now 
rusty and 
exposed to 
weeds. 

By the inter-war period the 
fashion for iron fencing had died 

out in favour of stone kerb-sets 
around the grave borders, 

normally with pointed/raised 
corners. 

Throughout this trail you may 
observe many iron railings in the 
Victorian section. Also, as you 
move into Modern Section, first 
used in 1907, you will note how 

kerb-set graves became popular. 

Return to the cross junction with the compass at your 

feet. Turn left. Ahead to the T junction. You are now 
at the Centre Circle. 
 

6. Centre Circle 

It is worth noting how innovative the garden-

cemetery was as a concept. 

The Victorian layout struck a balance between the 
formal and naturalistic design. It employed both 
geometric and flowing patterns. 

This comment from the 1838 W&J Hargrove guide to 
York neatly sums up the appeal: 

‘The Consecrated part has an elevated terrace 
forming the segment of a large circle, and the walks 
beneath it are circular; the Dissenters’ part is laid out 
in serpentine walks; the whole being planted with 
shrubs, in borders of various devices, and forming 

one of the most interesting walks in the 
neighbourhood’.   

Turn right and follow the curving path to the junction 
on your right. Turn right along the path with a raised 
lawn on your left. Along the right side of this path is 
the Bolton Percy Garden. 
 

7. Bolton Percy Garden 
 

Time & nature has removed the 
manicured floral arrangements 
of Victorian times. However, 
you are now looking at a 
modern equivalent. 

In the late 1980s, it was 
decided to emulate the much-

admired cemetery of Bolton 
Percy (near Tadcaster). Its 
creator, Roger Brook guided the 
planting of mainly native 

perennial species, in and amongst the graves using 

an extensive layer of mulching. 
Continued overleaf 



York Cemetery - The Historic Landscape of York Cemetery (Nov 2021) 4 

 

Bolton Percy Garden continued  

This created a pretty, low-maintenance feature which 

is still gardened today. 

Ahead. Turn left at the steps and follow the curving 
path. On your right is the dominant Neo-Gothic 
Monument to the Gray Family. 
 

8. The Gray Monument 
 

Part of the Romantic and 
picturesque quality of historic 
cemeteries is the way that 
monuments punctuate and 

focus the landscape. In front of 
you stands the oldest and most 
elaborate extant monument in 

York Cemetery. 

It was made to commemorate 
the death of Jonathan Gray, a 
key figure in 19th Century York. 

Gray was from a family of solicitors (Gray’s Solicitors 
still exists today in Duncombe Place) and who was 
another founder of York Cemetery. 

This Neo-Gothic piece provides a focal point for the 
eye, balancing with the foliage that surrounds it. 

There are a number of tapered Gothic monuments 

similar to this one which you may observe as you 
make your way around the cemetery. 

Ahead to the next set of steps on your right. 

 

Turn left at the steps. Ahead to the high wall forming 

the Northern Boundary. Stop at the wall. On the 
other side of this wall stood the Cemetery 
Stoneyard. 
 

9. The Cemetery Stoneyard (1848-1970s) 
 

 

During the cemetery’s heyday of the 1870s-1900s, a 
visitor might have looked through this arched 
gateway (now bricked up) into a place full of activity 
with the sound of Mason's chisels and cutting tools, 

and the smell and the smoke from the Blacksmith's 

forge. 

The cemetery developed its Monumental Mason 
business under trained mason and sculptor, 
superintendent William P. Ruddock. 

This business was a key source of income for the 
Cemetery Company, and improved accessibility and 

affordability of monuments. 

You will find many stones signed in the bottom corner: 
‘CEMETERY CO.’ The Victorian aesthetic of the 
cemetery involved trying to create a balance between 
nature and culture, to represent the eternal in stone 
and epitaphs, and the ephemeral in seasonal plant 
life. 

Turn right. Ahead to the fork in the paths with a 
bench on your right dedicated to Donald Shepherd. 
Take the right fork and promenade along this curving 
path. 

 

10. White & Winter Colour Gardens &  Fernery 
(1997) 

To your left is the White 
garden. This area has been 

planted with white narcissi 
providing a carpet of white 
during early Spring. Later, the 
carpet is replaced by delicate 
white flowers and fern-like 
foliage of cow parsley which 

provides and early source of 

nectar for pollinators and 
beneficial insects. 
 
A small detour up the steps on your right will take 
you to the Winter Colour Garden 

This area has been planted, as its name suggests, 

with ornamental plants and shrubs providing colour 
throughout the Winter months. 

Continue promenading along the curving path passing 
the east end of the Fernery on your right. 

When the cemetery expanded in the 1850s it was 

decided to continue Pritchett’s ‘serpentine’ paths 
theme. 

One hundred and forty years 
later, in 1997, the University of 
York Fern Society determined 
that the steep, shaded banks 
provided the ideal growing 
conditions for many of our 
regional ferns. The eastern 

section of the Fernery is seen 
on your right. 

Ferns were an enchanting 
novelty in Victorian times. The 
distinguished York-based 

botanists, Backhouse Nurseries, were famed for their 

love of ferns and alpine rock gardens. It is fitting that 
York Cemetery has both of these features. Here in the 
Fernery and later in the Trail when you visit the 
Rockery.  

 

Ahead of you is the Gothic 
monument to the Leetham family 
c.1861 sculpted by  GW Milburn 
(see the 'Some Clients of GW 
Milburn - Sculptor' Trail. 
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Turn left at the cross paths and head toward the high 

wall. A short distance short of the wall and on your 

right is the dominant grey Melrose monument 
 

11. The Melrose Monument 

The Centenarian, James Melrose, 
was buried here in 1929. 
Melrose was a brewer, Alderman, 
horse-racing devotee, Lord 
Mayor of York and long-time 

trustee of the Cemetery. 

During his time as Trustee he 
would have witnessed, and 
participated in, the dramatic 
change of the cemetery 

landscape over time. 

In 1854 the overcrowded City centre churchyards 
were closed giving the Cemetery Company the 
monopoly of burying York's dead.  

By the late 1800s the original 8 acres of the cemetery 
(the area you have just walked though) was fast 
filling up and additional land was purchased.   

By the time of Melrose's death in 1929 the methods 

and culture of memorialising the dead was changing. 
Older, extravagant and bold grave monuments could 
not be effectively maintained, and steadily went out 
of fashion in favour of smaller, squatter, tidier 
headstones with kerb sets embracing art deco. 

Before we move on, take time to look around you at 
the marks of nineteenth-century burial fashion – in 

this area are multiple neo-medieval sarcophagi, 
cross-shaped foot-stones and obelisks. 

Retrace your steps to the cross paths and turn left 
onto a gently rising path. Just before the 
Commonwealth War Graves turn left onto a rough 
cut lawned area with a convenient bench. 

!! TAKE CARE WHEN LEAVING THE PATH !! 

12. Picnic Lawn over Public Graves 
 

Our focus so-far has been on sculpture and 
decoration. We now consider the hidden landscape of 

York cemetery. You are standing in that part of the 
cemetery with the greatest concentration of burials in 
the deepest graves – yet, there is no sign of that 
above ground. 

When this section of the cemetery was brought into 

use in 1897 it was decided that all subsequent public 
burials should be made in this and the adjacent area. 

Public graves were used to bury the working class 
and the poor who could not afford private plots. 
These graves were dug to a depth of between 18 and 
30 ft with an average of 12 bodies to a grave (One 

grave has 48 bodies!). 

Public graves were left open for a number of months 

before being backfilled. Due to high infant mortality 
the majority of burials in Public graves are of babies 
and infants. Public graves were originally marked with 
temporary timber crosses. 

In the 8 acres that comprised the original cemetery, 

graves of the poor were 'indiscriminately' placed 

among the graves of the better off and not relegated 

to the least valuable parts of the site. 

By 1848, the cemetery 

also provided second-
class graves. These can 
be seen throughout the 
Northern half of the 
cemetery often alongside 
paths. They are denoted 

with large flat 'ledger' 
stone slabs. (Refer to the 
'Public & Second Class 
Graves' Trail for more 
information). 

Opposite is a drawing of 

a sexton digging a new 
public grave adjacent to 
a full public grave. 

It is in an interesting, if not grim, exercise to imagine 
the underground topography of the cemetery: public 
graves being the deepest, then second-class graves, 
then family vaults with their brick-encasings, and 
then shallow private graves. 

Return to the path, turn left and almost immediately 
right onto a path crossing a mown lawned area. At 
the next junction ‘dog leg’ left ahead to a bench on 
your left. 
 

13. Soldier's Lawn 

Many of the graves here are those of fallen soldiers 

(Refer to the three Military Trails for more 
information). 

Following WWI, a new model for cemeteries was 
favoured, expounded partly by the Imperial (and later, 
Commonwealth) War Graves Commission. The core 
idea behind the new military burial sites was to 
represent complete equality in death. 

Consequently, graves were set out in grids with every 
grave given the same type and size of marker. 
Initially, the traditional soil mound was retained, 
representing the body of the departed. However, the 

soil mound was difficult to maintain and, was 

replaced with a flat grass-covered lawn stretching 
over every grave. This had an obvious appeal to 
many cemetery managers who were striving to 
maintain their grounds to a high standard. 

George Jackson mowing the Modern Section c.1931. 

Continued overleaf 
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Soldier's Lawn continued 

The sometimes extravagant and individualised nature 

of Victorian & Edwardian monuments provided 
maintenance problems leading to a cemetery with an 
'unkempt' appearance. 

Additionally, burial customs often included excessive 
decoration of urns, flowers, wreaths, ‘immortelles’ 
and the like created difficulties when cutting and 

mowing the grass. 

By the mid-20th century many people felt that having 
a lawn graveyard with smaller and more standardised 
gravestones better respected the dead and allowed 
for a more dignified environment for mourning. 

It is hard to say how fast things changed in York 

Cemetery, but there’s no doubt that the grounds were 

gradually re-adjusted to suit the new lawn style. The 
ground was cleared and flattened over time and there 
is now no evidence to show its former condition. 

Ahead to the brick wall and turn right onto Lime 
Avenue. 
 

14. Lime Avenue 
 

 

The above image taken from an 1892 Ordnance 

Survey map clearly shows the regimented lines of 

trees which we see as the tall outward-leaning Limes 
in front of us today. 

The planting of common lime trees (Tilia x europaea) 
developed in the nineteenth century, and were 
especially popular for use in parklands and estate 
avenues. 

Ahead to the Pergola. 

Ahead a short distance is the VC Lawn (Bench set 
back from the path) and the cross topped monument 
to Thomas Wilkinson VC. 

Turn left and stop after a few paces.   
 

15. Crosses & Angels: Unity in Death 
 

You are now on a 
path which bridges 
the Victorian & 

Modern sections of 
the cemetery. It is 
lined on either side 
with many stone 
crosses dating from 
the Edwardian era 
up to the end of the 

First World War. They seem to pay tribute to the 
Thomas Wilkinson's grave which you have just seen. 

After the First World War, cross-shaped monuments 

became even more associated with the sacrifice of 
the war-dead. Later we will visit Cross of Sacrifice 
dedicated to all those lost in conflicts around the 
world. 

The collection of crosses in front of you, many of 
which are now overgrown, collapsed or damaged, 

would have been an imposing sight when first erected. 

Their similarity poses the question as to how 

monumental designs were chosen a century ago. 

Were prospective customers encouraged to emulate 
the aesthetic of surrounding graves? 

Was it simply a result of visiting the area and 
choosing to remain in keeping with its character? 

Was it just because the same sculptors and masons 
were involved? Remember, many were carved by the 
Cemetery Company’s own team of masons. 

It was probably a combination of all these things. All 
designs were subject to approval by the Cemetery 
Company, and tradition and contemporary culture 
governed what was acceptable. 

Another word for cemetery is ‘necropolis’, city of the 
dead, and, as in churchyards of old, a community 
spirit is shared. 

Unlike York cemetery, some cemeteries identified 
sections of the cemetery to particular parishes. 
However, many preferred to be buried close to those 
they had shared their life, showing outward signs of 

this unity. 

You can see localised sculptural and monumental 
imitation throughout York Cemetery. Most strikingly, 
‘the Angels’ which you will visit later in this Trail. 

Ahead to the Copper Beech hedged Herb Garden 

enclosure on your left. 
 

16. Herb Garden 

When this cross 

shaped feature was 
planted in 1991, the 
creators had 
unknowingly revived 
a shrubbery feature 
that had existed at 

the start of the 
cemetery’s history 
and was located 
close to the 
Gatehouse (Refer to 

2 The North West 
Corner earlier in this 

Trail). 

The earlier shrubbery 
was remarked upon 
in the 1838 guide to 
York: ‘In the grounds 
to the right of the 

entrance, is a plot, in the centre of which a cross is 

formed by shrubs; which, when grown up will 
constitute a solemn shade over the recess 
representing this sacred emblem.’ 

This earlier feature survived for some decades until 

the space was needed for burial in the 1880s. 

Refer to the Nature Trail for more information about 

the Herb Garden. 

Ahead a few paces to the end of the Herb Garden. 
Look half left across the newly planted Heritage 
Orchard. 
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17. Heritage Orchard & View South East 
 

 
Orchards have formed part of the cemetery’s history 

since its creation (Refer to 2. The North West Corner 
earlier in the Trail). Land was often purchased well in 
advance of the need for burials.  

Consequently the Cemetery Company found itself 
with large meadows and the occasional orchard tree.  

In 2017 the Friends of York Cemetery revived this 
theme with the planting of this Heritage Orchard 
which will mould the landscape in this corner of the 
Cemetery. 

Refer to the Nature Trail for details of the types of 
apple that will bear fruit in years to come! 

Almost opposite the end of the Herb Garden is a 

path. Follow this path through a stand of Beech trees 
to the second T junction.  
Note! There are 3 cross paths within a short distance. 
You are now under a stand of Oak Trees. 
 
18. Saving the Landscape: 1900s Tree planting  

Today, walking under the canopies of stands of beech, 
oak, pine and (later) birch trees it is hard to imagine 
that the Modern Section was originally laid out as a 
Lawned Cemetery with mown grass and few shrubs 
and trees. 

The Victorian section also was planted with fewer 
trees than we see today. 

Following the voluntary liquidation of the Cemetery 
Company in 1966, the grounds became overgrown, 

and, in the 1970s-80s, this exposed side of the 
cemetery rapidly turned into barren grassland. Later, 
at the Cross of Sacrifice you will see how the Modern 
Section may have looked during the 1930s-40s). 

The Cemetery Trust & Friends of York Cemetery were 
formed in 1987, and in 1990 they appointed Bill Shaw, 
nicknamed the ‘green man of York’, as Warden. He 
implemented a planting scheme to change the 
landscape into one more conducive for mourning. 

He considered that the Modern Section should 
contrast with the exotic parkland of the Victorian 
Section. Consequently, with the help of local primary 

school children, he planted stands of native tree 
species. 

The grid-like pattern of the pathways helped to 
structure and staggers the arrangement of the new 
trees. Around you is a rough avenue of oaks along 
three parallel paths which meet, at their northern end, 
with Lime Avenue. 

To the East are stands of yew, rowan, whitebeam and 

the beech which you have just passed under. Beyond 

the Herb Garden are aspen, buckthorn and hazel. 

To the West are stands of rowan, alder, holly and yew, 
evergreens that help to hide the view during the 

winter months.  Further beyond these stands, which 
you will pass through later, are birch and a wild 
orchard. 

The new trees helped to soften the rigid and 

economic layout which existed here originally. 

At the same time the Victorian Section was planted 
with many new exotic trees, including the ‘Tulip Tree’ 
which can be found to the west of the Centre Circle). 

The contrast between the Victorian and Modern 
sections is one of the main things that define York 

Cemetery. The growth & management of these trees 
continues to dramatically alter our experience of it. 

Turn right along the middle path to the T junction 
with an 'Angel' monument to Sidney Bowker and 
turn left. 
 

Take time to explore and find the Angel Monuments 
referred to in 16. Crosses & Angels above. 

Ahead to the T junction and turn left. Ahead  and 
take the second junction on you right with a low wall 
on your left. Follow the wall and turn left at a short 
flight of steps. Ahead to the middle of this path. 
 

19. Lily Pond & Football Pitch 
 

To your right is the stand of birch trees mentioned in 
18 Saving the Landscape above. This area of the 

cemetery has seen many changes over the years. 

Prior to its purchase by the cemetery in 1938 (its 
final land-acquisition), it was owned by York 
Conservative Club (now Fulford District Conservative 
Club located at the junction of Fulford Road and 

Cemetery Road) who used it as a sports field. 

Before that, it was part of the grounds of the Agar 
family, who had a large house adjacent to the 
cemetery called ‘Kilburn House’ (and even earlier: 

Fulford Lodge). Joseph Agar was a trustee of the 
Cemetery and thrice Lord Mayor of York. 

At this location Backhouse Landscape Gardeners 
created a Lily Pond in 1931, a feature in keeping with 
the ‘Lawn Park’ section of the cemetery. 

 
Retrace your steps. Go down the steps. Ahead to the 
cross path. Turn left and go to the Cross of Sacrifice 
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20. Cross of Sacrifice 

The Cross of Sacrifice forms a central feature of a 2.3 
acre (9230m2) area of land aligned on an east-west 
axis which, historically, forms one of the most 
interesting and valuable landscapes of York Cemetery. 

The York Cemetery Co had an association with 
Backhouse Nursery dating back to the opening of the 

cemetery in 1837.  The Backhouses were a 
prestigious Quaker family who had made their money 
in linen manufacture and banking. 

James Backhouse (3), a botanist, established a 
Nursery on Toft Green, currently the site of City of 
York Council Offices in 1816. The nursery moved, first 
to Fishergate, opposite the cemetery and then to 

West Bank Park, Holgate.  

Backhouse's gardens were nationally renowned for 
their alpine rockeries and ferneries and attracted 
visitors from far and wide. 

In 1923, the Cemetery Company approached 
Backhouse to design, drain and plant this area to 
make it suitable for burial as a ‘lawn-park’ (previously, 

it was a wheatsheaf field). 

Its layout was to conform to the new aesthetic ideals 
of graveyards expounded by the Imperial War Graves 
commission (Refer to 12. Soldier's Lawn). Backhouse 
was paid a fee of £2198 4s 7d, (Approx £120,000 at 
2018 prices). 

The carefully managed lawn park was laid out with 
ten flower beds, 78 specimen trees and shrubs. With 
the exception of the Rockery, little of Backhouses 
managed gardens remain today. 

Facing the road, turn right and right again in front of 
the beech hedge. Ahead to the Rockery on your left. 
 

21. Rockery 

This feature was designed and built by Backhouse in 

1924 and provided an interesting feature over what 
was then the 'lawn park'. It's south facing aspect 
made it particularly attractive to bees and butterflies. 

Following the closure of the cemetery in 1979 it was 

was abandoned to nature to be revived in 1990 under 
the guidance of Bill Shaw. 

By 2014 it had, once again, become overgrown and 

has been cleared and replanted providing, once again, 
an interesting attribute to the cemetery. 

Go up the steps at the start of the Rockery. You are 
now on Chapel Lawn to the rear of the Chapel. Turn 
right behind the Rock Garden to the Shrubbery and 
the Cholera Burial Ground (an unmarked area 
adjacent to the bench). 

 
22. Chapel Lawn: Cholera Burial Ground 

Here we think back to the beginning of York 

Cemetery & the Cholera epidemic of 1832 which 
highlighted the overcrowding in the city centre 
churchyards and precipitated the birth of York 

Cemetery. 

J.P. Pritchett (Refer to 1. James Pigott Pritchett) 
himself a deacon at Lendal Chapel, saw the effect of 
cholera first-hand, commenting that ‘…the Asiatic 
Cholera made its appearance in York, and greatly 
deepened the impressions as every means was used 
to improve the visitation’. 

By late 1848 and 1849, the time of the next 

epidemics, the cemetery was open and this area to 
the rear of the chapel and on the then southern 
boundary was set aside for 155 of the victims (see 
Public Graves Trail for more information). 

This burial site is significant in that it has been shown 
on every Ordnance Survey map from 1852 through to 

the 1960s. It is also significant in that this is the 

highest point of the cemetery and commanded 
unprecedented views of the city of York as well as the 
lawn park and beyond. 

Make your way to the front of the Chapel. With your 
back to the Chapel survey the view ahead of you. 
 

23. York Skyline 
 

The area in front of the Chapel had to be levelled 
before the paths could be laid out and earth was 
removed from the lower area to create an elevated 
terrace on which the Chapel was built to provide the 

commanding view you are able to enjoy today. 

The Victorians placed high value on mourners being 
immersed in beauty. This was aptly summed up by 
John Strang, founder of Glasgow Necropolis in 1831, 
in reference to Pere La Chaise cemetery in Paris: 

‘…situated on Mount Louis, it is perhaps unnecessary 

to state, that all the disagreeable sensations which 
are here coupled with a church-yard, are dispelled by 
the beauty of the garden, the variety of its walks, by 
the romantic nature of its situation, and above all, by 
the commanding view of Paris and its environs which 
it affords.’ 

Follow the tarmac road to the Gatehouse where this 

Trail finishes. 
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Please refer overleaf for the TRAIL MAP 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We really hope you enjoyed this trail. Why not try another one. 
We hope you enjoyed this trail & that it inspired you to find out more about York 

Cemetery. A trail of this kind can give only a flavour of what is on offer, so why not: 

• Try one of our guided walks 

• Become a Friend of York Cemetery 

• Become a Volunteer 

(Pick up a leaflet or see the website for more details) 

This Trail was prepared by Sebastian Sanyal in 2018. Artwork by Keith Lea

 
Tel: 01904 610578 

Email: yorkcemeteryvolunteers@gmail.com 

www.yorkcemetery.org.uk 

 

Regd. Charity No. 

701091 

Friends of York Cemetery 
The Cemetery Gatehouse 

Cemetery Road 

York YO10 5AJ 
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