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Old St Giles 1: the churchyard since 1717 

 

For a long time the old churchyard of St Giles has been a pleasant and secluded public space, 

containing fine trees and surrounded by venerable walls.  In spring it is a delight of crocuses and 

snowdrops.  In recent years friendly crows have become as eager to be fed as the more longstanding 

pigeons and squirrels.   

Before around 1700 the churchyard, much smaller than it is now, had a similarly unchanging 

existence, for centuries serving the needs of the small population of the parish.  But with the huge 

agricultural, industrial and social changes of the eighteenth century the population grew.  For a while, 

haphazardly, the churchyard grew too.  The various additions that were made are summarized here on 

an excerpt from a map of 1830, when the church was still the old church, the one that burned down in 

1841.1 

 

Development of the churchyard, based on Greenwood's map of 1830 

 

The first enlargement was by the gift by Mrs Johanna Cock in 1717 of about half an acre, land which 

had apparently been a vineyard in the past.  The gift was noted briefly in the Vestry minutes for 7 

February 1717.  Johanna was to give 

                                                      
1 Greenwood’s map of 1830 is apparently the earliest that was not based on those of Roque, and is thus free 

from the latter’s mistakes and so the most secure starting point for showing the churchyard’s history. 



a certain parcel of ground in the vineyard for a burying place on condition that the parish shall build 

two [sufficient] fence walls…  

and in the wording of the relevant indenture, 

… all that piece or parcel of ground called the Vineyard, and next adjoining to the said churchyard, and 

containing in length from north to south on the west side thereof 222 feet and 7 inches of assize, little 

more or less, and from north to south on the east side thereof 205 feet of assize, little more or less, and 

in breadth from east to west on the south side thereof 111 feet of assize, little more or less, and on the 

north side thereof 84 feet and 8 inches of assize, little more or less …To the only use and behoof of 

them, the same parishioners … as as burying place …2 

So, approximately 200ft x 100ft, narrowing distinctly to the north.  A note of the gift, at the time, by 

John Aubrey’s editor, placed the parcel of ground “towards the North West side of the old 

Cæmitery”.3  There seems no doubt that the plot can be placed as shown on the map. It may be 

assumed that there was already a sufficient wall to the north and the west, so the two to be built would 

be to the east and to the south.4 

Johanna Cock was a widow and an active investor in stocks and shares.5  In the few years since her 

husband had died she had greatly increased the value of the portfolio that she had inherited from him. 

There is no indication in the Vestry minutes that space in churchyard was felt to be under pressure at 

the time, or that the gift had been solicited; on the other hand if the erstwhile vineyard was unused it 

would have been an obvious target if extension of the churchyard was being contemplated.  But 

perhaps Johanna simply felt generous following her good fortune in the city. 

As is clear from the wording of the indenture, the gift came with the condition that the land was only 

for the burial of parishioners of Camberwell.  It may be another indication that the Vestry did not feel 

under any pressure that it soon began selling off substantial plots, up to 80 sq.ft, for family vaults, and 

did not restrict these sales to parishioners of Camberwell.  For example in 1725 a plot of 45 sq.ft was 

sold to Thomas Bourne of St Mary’s Lambeth for £20. 6  Thomas Bourne died in 1729, to be interred 

in his vault.  The vault, surrounded by iron railings, still survives in the churchyard, one of the very 

few that does, close to the SW corner of the church  

The Vestry’s policy did not go unopposed.  There was a resolution in 1731 that no further sales to 

non-parishioners should be made,7 evidently without effect.  According to a later report, the 

conditions of the gift 

… continued to be violated to [the parish’s] manifest injury and deprivation until the year 1735 when 

an order of Vestry was made that a stop should be put to such a nefarious practice for which purpose an 

                                                      
2 Blanch, W.H., Ye Parish of Camberwell (1875), p.204.  Blanch had evidently seen the indenture but the 

Southwark Local History Library (SLHL) has no knowledge of its current whereabouts.  The reference to a 

“vineyard” is interesting.  Viticulture was common in southern Britain in the Middle Ages, and existed well into 

the eighteenth century, so this may add an element to the agricultural history of Camberwell. 
3 John Aubrey, The Natural History and Antiquities of the County of Surrey (first published 1719, reprint 1975 

with an introduction by J.L.Nevinson), p.189.  The note gives the plot an exaggerated area of about an acre 
4 The approximate boundaries of the successive enlargements have been marked with the help of the 1821 plan 

by Francis Bedford in the Church of England Record Centre (ref. ECE/11/1/2280).  Francis Bedford (1784-

1858) lived in Camberwell for a time around the 1820s.  He was the architect of St George’s in Wells Way and 

of other London churches.  He did surveying work for St Giles and also the 1825 extension to the old church.  

He was also responsble for some of the houses of the “North Terrace”, the row on large detached houses on the 

north side of Peckham Road to the east of the vicarage (see Colvin, H.M., A Biographical Dictionary of British 

Architects 1600-1840 (1954)). 
5 See Carlos, Anne M., and Larry Neal, “Women investors in early capital markets, 1720- 1725”, Financial 

History Review, 11.2 (2004), pp.197–224. 
6 Other examples are a plot of 56 sq.ft sold in 1723 to Valentine Clark of St Saviour’s Southwark for £16; and in 

1728 one of 54 sq.ft to John Whormby of St Mary’s Lambeth for £24.  In this period around a third of the sales 

were to non-parishioners, and the sums raised may be compared with the figure of £360 which in 1727 was the 

estimate for building a whole workhouse (SLHL, St Giles Vestry minutes (henceforth shortened to “Vestry 

minutes”), 7 January 1723, 30 March 1725, 10 June 1728, 1 February 1727). 
7 Ibid.. 20 April 1731. 



application was made … to the Spiritual Court who thereupon issued a prohibition … strictly enjoining 

the Vicar incumbent and the Parochial officers … not to suffer or cause to be buried within the said 

ground any non-Parishioners.8 

But the sales 

continued.  Perhaps 

they were just too 

attractive as a source of 

income.  By this time 

population growth had 

taken off, and pictures 

datable to the 1770s or 

1780s show graves and 

vaults crowded 

together.  In 1782, 

definitely prompted by 

a shortage of space, the 

Vestry bought a piece 

of land “adjoining the 

churchyard” from a Mr 

Halliday for £150.9 

Neither the size nor the 

location of the land 

was stated, but since 

the land to the east was 

owned by Wilson’s 

Grammar School, the 

only possibility is that 

Mr Halliday’s plot lay  

The old church from the SW, before 1786, showing crowding 

 in a portion of the plot given by Johanna Cock 

 

to the south of that given by Johanna Cock.10    

The question of the burial of non-Camberwell parishioners having come up again in 1793, again it 

was resolved that they be forbidden in the future.  This time the rule seems to have been kept to, but 

evidently the local demand from an increased population meant that the enlarged churchyard began to 

fill up, and in 1803 a further plot was bought, from John Brickwood, for £700.11 This was described as 

being at the south end of the existing churchyard, and so may be taken as filling up what became the 

                                                      
8 Ibid., report dated 1 January 1793.  The documents on which the report was based do not seem to exist any 

longer. 
9 Ibid., 2 July 1782, 25 November 1782. 
10 This supposition is strengthened by an episode in 1793, when there was a question as to the ownership of the 

wall on the west side of the churchyard.  The wall was 340 ft long and the owners of the soil on which it stood 

were Mr John Halliday and Mr Simon Halliday (Ibid., 20 June 1793).  Now 340 ft is exactly the distance from 

the NW corner of the churchyard to the then, and present-day, lane to Camberwell Grove, of which one at least 

of the Hallidays was resident.  This would suggest that the plot bought in 1782 extended south to the lane. 

Blanch, p.204-05 cites the Vestry minutes for 17 June, 20 June, 4 July and 19 July 1793, which is puzzling 

because there was no meeting on 4 July.  He gives the length of 340ft from the indenture that transferred the 

wall and ground on which it stood to the parish, but this indenture, like that for Johanna Cock’s gift, seems no 

longer to exist. 
11 Vestry minutes, 21 December 1802, 2 April 1803. 



SW corner, as shown on the map.12  According to Blanch, this plot was marked with a plaque on the 

wall, but there is no sign of it (on the southern portion of east wall) now.13 

Buying Brickwood’s plot didn’t solve their problem for long.  In 1821 there was an issue with the 

lease of the Grammar School.  It was suggested to the Vestry that the school was in a weak position 

and that this might be an opportunity to buy some of its land to the east of the churchyard; but the 

Vestry turned the suggestion down. 14  Then in 1823 a new vicar arrived, the Rev. J.G. Storie.  He was 

a native of Camberwell, a graduate of Cambridge, about 25 years old and, according to a later account 

by George Gilbert Scott, a man of great forcefulness. 15  It is hard not to believe that a decision in 

March 1824 to go ahead after all and try to buy the school land was not the result of Storie’s arrival a 

few months previously.  Anyhow, by July 1824 a price of £842 10s had been agreed for the plot of  

“¾ acre and 16 poles”, i.e. 0.85 acres, or 37,026 sq.ft.16  This area is satisfactorily consistent with 

what has been estimated regarding the plots bought from Messrs. Halliday and Brickwood.  This time 

the plaque on the east wall, recording the purchase, walling and consecration of the land survives, if 

sadly almost illegible: 

THIS GROUND WAS PURCHASED 

INCLOSED AND CONSECRATED 

AT THE EXPENSE OF THE PARISH 

A D 1825 

REV J D STORIE VICAR 

WILLIAM LAW              

RICHARD BILLITER 

GEORGE GUYATT CHURCHWARDENS17 

 

With the building of that wall, and its continuation along the southern boundary to meet up with the 

end of the Brickwood plot, the churchyard reached more or less the form it still has in 2017. 

Storie and the Vestry were doing their best, but they might as well have been trying to stop the tide 

coming in.  In 1801 the population of the parish had been about 7,000.  By 1821 it was some 18,000.18   

In a slightly longer period the area of the churchyard had only doubled, thus scarcely catching up with 

the population increase that had already taken place, far less allowing room for increases to come.  

There was of course also a burial ground at the new church of St George (i.e. the church on Wells 

Way), and another in Dulwich, so the situation may have seemed to have been secured.  But in 1841, 

after the church had burned down and plans were being discussed for its successor, it was said that the 

churchyard was “nearly filled”.  So it was proposed, and had apparently already been informally 

agreed with the school, that more land could be bought from it.19 This must have been the land that 

seems to be shown as garden or orchard on the 1830 map. But the new church was costing more than 

had been budgeted for and, despite the contrary views of some in the Vestry, would in fact fit on to 

the existing site, so the scheme for buying more land was abandoned as being an unnecessary 

expense.20 

                                                      
12 The price was high.  The area of the plot was apparently about the same as that of Mr Halliday, and yet the 

price was four or five times as much.    
13 Blanch (1875), p.205. 
14 Vestry minutes, 25 January 1821. 
15 For a summary of Storie’s life see Alumni Cantabrigienses http://tinyurl.com/jf6czfz.  For Scott’s opinion, see 

Scott, George Gilbert, Personal and Professional Recollections (first published 1879, facsimile edition 1995 

with an introduction by Gavin Stamp), pp.92-93. 
16 Vestry minutes, 4 March 1824, 8 July 1824.  
17 See Blanch, p.206. 
18 Wikipedia, “Metropolitan Borough of Camberwell” from Statistical Abstract for London, 1901 (Vol. IV); 

Census tables for Metropolitan Borough of Camberwell. 
19 Vestry minutes, 1 November 1841.  Discussion of a possible sale had apparently started “Less than a month 

after the fire” – see Allport, D.H., A Short H istory of Wilson’s Grammar School (1951), p.94. 
20 Vestry minutes, 2 June 1842. 

http://tinyurl.com/jf6czfz


Matters were taken out of the the Vestry’s hands by the 1852 Burial Act,21 an act expressly intended 

to remove the nuisance of parochial cemeteries’ being piled high with burials.  An Order in Council 

under the Act in 1853 forbade all burials in the St Giles churchyard after 1 May 1854.  The Vestry 

pleaded for an extension, but in vain. 22 Until 1 May 1854 the only burials to be allowed were those in 

“previously unused ground”.  It can be inferred from this that the land bought from the grammar 

school had indeed been filled and that the horizontal crowding of graves had already been 

supplemented by vertical crowding.   

The only choice the Vestry had was as between using an existing commercial cemetery and buying its 

own land.  It chose the latter course, buying 33 acres at Forest Hill.23  It was rather more than the 2 

acres or so of the old churchyard, but was itself not going to suffice for long.24   By 1871 the 

population had grown to more than 111,000; and even that was only the beginning.  The grammar 

school then retained only around one of the seven acres it had been endowed with by Edward Wilson. 

Most of the rest was covered over with terraced housing – Wilson Road, Dagmar Road, and so on, - 

filled, like an increasing proportion of the land of the parish, with the future occupants of burial 

grounds. 

As to the old churchyard, it was left quietly to decay.  It seems that it was first towards the end of the 

century that any move was made to disturb the long dead.  The Metropolitan Public Gardens 

Association (MPGA) had been established in 1882. Its principal object was “the protection, 

preservation, safeguarding and acquiring for permanent preservation for public use, of gardens, 

disused burial grounds, churchyards, open spaces, areas of land likely to be used for building 

purposes, …”25  St Giles churchyard, then, one may imagine, an overgrown, ruinous wilderness, was 

obviously a likely candidate.  The Vestry approached the MPGA in 1896, and there were serious 

discussions, which seem to have gone on until 1901, but nothing came of them, despite a question 

from Councillor Woodmansee in November 1897 asking why the Churchwardens had “permitted  the 

churchyard of St Giles to become the dumping ground for garbage and filth”. According to a later 

account, the talks failed because of the objections of the vicar, the Rev.F.F. Kelly.  What is certainly 

true is that Kelly, whose consent as “owner” was necessary for the transfer of the land to the Vestry, 

insisted that the legal work be done by his own lawyer, and this was going to entail extra expense.26 

There was another fruitless round of discussions, this time between the Vestry’s successor, the 

Metropolitan Borough of Camberwell, and the MPGA in 1930.27 Plans were drawn up which included 

a sunken garden, a fountain, spacious borders, a colonnade and flowers innumerable.  There were 

detailed costings, and the vicar, the Rev. H.P.Lindsay, was all in favour.  Still the scheme foundered, 

perhaps in the end on the question of cost, so the churchyard was again left in peace.28 

                                                      
21 15 & 16 Vict, c.85, “An Act to amend the Laws concerning the Burial of the Dead in the Metropolis". 
22 Vestry minutes, 20 October 1853, 15 April 1854. 
23 Ibid., 1 February 1855. 
24 For the subsequent history of the cemetery at Forest Hill see the December 2000 Memorandum by Southwark 

Regeneration (CEM 77) at 

http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200001/cmselect/cmenvtra/91/91m82.htm. 
25 MPGA website. 
26 Printed Vestry Minutes, Vol.40 (1896), pp.283, 367, 370, 383, 417;  Metropolitan Borough of Camberwell 

Minutes, Vol.30 (1929-30), p.254; The Times 5 July 1901, p.7; 4 October 1901, p.7; 9 November 1901, p.4.  

The MPGA’s Annual Report for 1937 said that the association had been trying to convert the churchyard into a 

“recreation ground” since 1883 (report excerpt supplied by the MPGA); but the only reference in the Vestry 

minutes is to a letter from the MPGA about “planting trees”, site unspecified.  It may also be thought that in 

1883 the most recent graves were still too recent for their removal to be contemplated.  Perhaps this was a 

concern too of Kelly fifteen years later.  
27 The association’s secretary in 1930 was, extraordinarily, the same man, Basil Holmes, who had held the 

position in 1896.   
28 SLHL, Metropolitan Borough of Camberwell Minutes, Vol.30 (1929-30), pp.253-55; Vol.31 (1930-31), 

pp.57, 58, 185.  The MPGA brought in the then president of the Institute of Landscape Architects, E. Prentice 

Mawson, son of the better known T.H. Mawson, and his plan survives in the Cumbria Record Office (ref. WDB 

86/4/32).  The LCC was also involved, and an LCC plan of what may have been a slightly simplified layout, 

dated August 1830, survives in the London Metropolitan Archives (ref. LCC/PP/PK/26). 



Finally, beginning in 1937, the Borough effected the transformation, with a much simpler scheme 

than had been proposed in 1930. The churchyard was, unsurprisingly, “in a very dilapidated and 

neglected condition”.  It was taken over by the Council, the ground was cleared, paths and turf were 

laid, and lighting was installed.  The conveyance contained the nice condition that the Bourne tomb of 

1729 “shall be kept in its present position, and shall not be moved.”  Hence its survival.29 

Presumably the wildlife suffered, but hopefully the dead were unperturbed; at least for a while: just 

before the war may not have been the best time for the refurbishmant to have been undertaken.  For 

years there were more important things to do than look after a new bit of park.  And in 1947 the 

Ecclesiastical Commissioners received a letter of complaint: 

… the ground which adjoins the church is now used for cricket and football by the young men of the 

neighbourhood, even when Sunday services are being conducted.  The blasphemous and sordid 

language carried on at the same time offends the ear of any decent person …30 

Happily the council, whose responsibilty it was, took some effective action, and everyone can still 

enjoy the trees and the flowers and the birds.  

 

 

 

 

 

Donald Mason 

February 2017 

 

                                                      
29 SLHL, Metropolitan Borough of Camberwell, Minutes, Vol.37 (1936-37), pp.264, 365; Vol.39 (1938-39), 

pp.188, 366; London Metropolitan Archives, “Conveyance of churchyard conditional agreement draft” (ref. 

P73/GIS/200).  There is no reason to suppose that this clause of the draft was not in the final agreement – 

otherwise the Bourne tomb would scarcely have survived. 
30 Church of England Record Centre, ref. ECE/7/1/40335, 3 July 1947. 


