








right Treorchy High Street, ca 1900, with the Stag Hotel to the right (Rhondda Cynon Taff Digtal Archive)
left The same scene today (Our Valleys’ Heritage)

right Old White Rock houses, Dinas Road, Pen-y-graig, Rhondda (1900) (Rhondda Cynon Taff Digtal Archive)
left the view today (Our Valleys' Heritage)

STREETS, TOWNSCAPES AND
landscapes are jigsaw puzzles,
put together over time and
forming rich and varied
backdrops to our lives. Every
town and village has buildings
dating from different periods,
and places that have held
different meanings for people
over time.

The places where we live and
work come alive in the stories
told by people about their com-
munities. These narratives are
a vital strand in any attempt to
understand the character of a
place.

Capturing these memories,
meanings and experiences
requires a different approach
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to that involved in characteris-
ing and recording the physical
aspects of our townscapes.
Above all, it means engaging
with people, and finding ways
of enabling them to articulate
the significance place may hold
for them.

The Our Valleys’ Heritage
project, which, funded by the
Heritage Lottery, focused on
people and places in the Rhon-
dda valleys, took two approach-
es to the characterisation of
place. We used photographic
records to explore aspects of
change and continuity, and we
used oral recording to encour-
age the gathering of memories
and associations.

The first project was greatly
aided by access to an extensive
digital archive held by Rhondda
Cynon Taf Library Services,
and by the collection of histori-
cal photographs at ‘memory’
events.

Working with members of
the Rhondda Camera Club,
buildings or streets represented
in historic photographs were
revisited and photographs
showing the same views taken
to produce a ‘now and then’
record of the place.

Memories of these buildings
and their past uses add an-
other dimension to the archive,
bringing the people and places
in old photographs to life, as

illustrated by June Elias’ story,
printed overpage.

The purpose of all of this is
not simply to encourage a sense
of nostalgia, but to facilitate an
understanding of the depth of
time in our surroundings and
to tell a story of change and
continuity.

For younger generations
the present photographs will
enable an understanding of
where their townscapes have
come from, and thus create an
imaginative link between the
past and present.

Lise Brekmoe
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“MY GREAT GRANDFATHER SIMON JONES was a master mason
who came from Cardiganshire in 1879, like so many others
in that period, to seek work. He then met my great-grand-
mother, Eleanor, also a migrant from Cardiganshire, and
they married in 1875. They settled in Bute Street, Treherbert,
where their two daughters were born. Some years later they
opened a shop in the large premises they occupied in what
was a prime position on Bute Square. It had a licence to sell
sweets and tobacco and also sold the general provisions
needed by the growing population arriving to work in the
mines.

“In later years the shop passed to my grandmother, Sarah
Ann Jones, a woman of great ability and immense vision
who, with the assistance of her sister Mary, built a thriving
business by adding china and other ornaments which were
that popular at the time. She also became aware of the big
demands for toys, especially at Christmas time, and during
that period the windows were lit up with a magical display
of toys of all kinds for people to order in time for Christmas.
It is worth mentioning that these were bought and paid for
in advance by customers who joined the Christmas Club.
This is how people in those hard times were able to acquire
things beyond the reach of their weekly pay packets — only
by saving up.

“Of course the corner shop was also a place where people
heard news of deaths or a birth, as well as local gossip that
spun around like Chinese whispers. Both Welsh and Eng-
lish was spoken there and, although my grandparents were
predominantly Welsh, they soon adapted to English in defer-
ence to their customers. Looking back I would like to pay
tribute to the many shopkeepers of Bute Street who worked
so hard serving individuals throughout the difficult times
with an ever welcoming face”

Extract from ‘Memories of Treherbert’ in Lise Brekmoe (ed.),
Our valleys’ heritage (The Civic Trust for Wales, 2010)

The‘corner shop'at Bute Street, Treherbert

top 1934 - June is the little girl in the entry, holding a doll middle 1904
below the same site photographed on 20 February 2010 - the row has been
heavily altered, extended and modernised, but people have vivid memories
of atoy shop here

DISCOVER MORE

Lise Brekmoe's Our valleys’ heritage was published
in March 2010 by the Civic Trust for Wales
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OW OFTEN DO WE

recognise the heritage

potential of Britain’s
cemeteries? Many of these are
neglected and under threat of
closure or alterations which
would adversely affect their
unique characteristics. Yet
cemeteries have much to tell
us — about their communities
and about the way cities, towns
and villages have grown up and
changed over time.

According to English Herit-
age’s Paradise preserved: an
introduction to the assessment,
evaluation conservation and
management of historic cem-
eteries (2002) ‘a cemetery may
be said to contain the biography
of a community’ This notion

‘ ‘ voices from the dead.indd 25

fascinates me. Since childhood

I have found opportunities to
explore cemeteries, and, more
recently, study some of these
sites and their memorials.

Reading those inscriptions
and absorbing the atmosphere
of a Victorian cemetery, for ex-
ample, can help you to imagine
as vivid a picture of life and
death in nineteenth-century
Britain as you can get from
reading a Dickens novel.

My research recently focused
on three case studies: Weaste
Cemetery in Salford; Flaybrick
Memorial Gardens in Birken-
head; and Cathays Cemetery
in Cardiff. Each of these has
factors in common but they
also vary considerably in the

discusses the heritage
significance of
municipal cemeteries

ways in which they choose to
manage their heritage potential.
The aim of the research was to
look at the different approaches
to maximising their heritage
potential, leading to a set of
guidelines for local councils
and stakeholder groups wishing
to preserve and interpret their
cemeteries.
Let me make something clear.

I am not a taphophile. The
web site www.taph.com define
‘taphophilia’ as

1. An excessive interest in graves

and cemeteries.

2. A love or fondness for funerals,

graves, and cemeteries.

3. In psychiatry, a morbid attrac-

tion to graves and cemeteries.

Philip Amphlett, Memorial
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Manager at Cathays Cemetery
in Cardift is equally keen to
avoid the wrong impression.

‘T'm not a Gothic or anything!
he told me when I interviewed
him.

People’s wariness of cemeter-
ies and graveyards is, in my
view, connected to society’s at-
titude towards death. In West-
ern European culture, death
(and the symbols associated
with it) are something to be
feared not embraced. Perhaps
this goes some way to explain
why cemeteries may be under-
valued and under-exploited
in terms of their heritage
potential.

A2007 survey for the De-
partment of Culture, Me-
dia and Sport found that 16.8m
adults in England had attended
a museum or gallery in the pre-
ceding twelve months. MORI
research from 2004 noted that
more than a third of adults
aged fifteen or over had visited
a museum and/or gallery in the
previous year.

The only leisure pastimes
found to be more popular in
the MORI research were at-
tending a library and going to
the cinema. But actual visitor
numbers for cemeteries are not
easy to find or estimate.

Cemeteries are generally
unlocked. The National Federa-
tion of Cemetery Friends points
out that they are frequented
by casual visitors — ‘strollers,
dog-walkers, short-cut takers’
and the anti-social — as much
as by those with a natural his-
tory, family history, or heritage
interest, or organised walks by

‘Friends’ groups.

Cemeteries rarely get a men-
tion in heritage textbooks and
are seldom referred to in tourist
information offices and guides
to places of historical interest.

Until the nineteenth century,
most burials took place in local
churchyards. The Industrial
Revolution and the consequent
growth of towns and cities
meant that churchyards rapidly
ran out of space. With religious
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toleration there emerged a di-
versity of religious beliefs. The
opportunity to make a profit
from death gave rise to a new

kind of commercially run urban
cemetery.

The Rosary in Norwich was
the first licensed cemetery
in England and opened in
1819. The first publicly funded

top Cathays Cemetery in the snow
below The Jewish Cemetery, Prague
(Derw Thomas)

cemetery opened in Exeter in
1837. Other cities followed suit,
and by the 1870s most cities
and large towns in the uk had

their own municipal cemeteries.

The model for many of these

large landscaped areas was
Pere Lachaise in Paris which
had opened in 1804. Cemeter-
ies thus became conspicuous
features in the settlement plan,
generally sited to the urban
edge, taking their place along-
side other amenities in the
modernising city, and capable
of being understood as part and
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parcel of the process of urban

layout and suburban extension.
Ken Worpole in his book Last
landscapes: the architecture of
the cemetery in the west (2003)
emphasises the high regard and
closeness with which city dwell-
ers have held their cemeteries:
When Préfet Haussmann
proposed to close the existing
cemeteries of inner Paris in the
late nineteenth century and
remove the bodies to newly cre-
ated cemeteries beyond the city

in order to fulfil his remodel-

voices from the dead.indd 27

above Chopin’s grave, Pére Lachaise
cemetery, Paris (Panoramio)

below This grand approach to
Barry’s municipal cemetery is a
marked feature of the town'’s expan-
sion (Derw Thomas)

ling of the capital’s streets and
boulevards, the crowds protested
in the streets with the cry ‘Pas de
cimetiére, pas de cite!

To the casual observer one
cemetery may look much like
another — with similar graves
and memorials, chapels and

landscaping. On closer inspec-
tion, however, it is possible to
recognise the distinct identity
of different sites, reflecting the
distinct character of communi-
ties. Towns and cities may have
much in common, but each
has a different identity that is

reflected in its fabric and layout.

Perhaps it would be more
accurate to say that a cemetery
contains the biography of a
community within which are
several ‘mini’ communities or
social groups.

Each of the cemeteries I
visited as part of my research
revealed specifically designated
areas for Anglican, noncon-
formist and Catholic burials. In
most cases each of these reli-
gious communities had its own
chapel within the site, reflecting
the mixed character of the area
the cemetery served.

he idea of visiting cemeter-
ies for ‘pleasure’ is not a
new one. Ken Worpole de-
scribes Brooklyn Green-Wood
Cemetery (at 180 acres, twice
the size of Pére Lachaise):
From the outset it was not seen
only as a burial place, for it was
also a visitor attraction (there are
reports of a constant stream of
carriages to the cemetery, where
people went boating on the
ornamental lakes and studied
the plants and shrubs). By 1850
approximately 60,000 people an-
nually took the organised Tour of
Green-Wood.

In recent years there has
been an increase in the trend
towards ‘dark tourism’ — visit-
ing sites which are in some way
associated with death (murder
scenes, battlefields, the former
homes of dead celebrities). But
as Philip Stone suggests,

For most people, a visit to a
cemetery as part of a holiday is
not a dark tourism episode. It

is, rather, a way to get another,
more oblique view of the social
or cultural history of the host city
or region, and to view the works
of local architects and sculptors.
(www.darktourism.co.uk)

On a recent trip to Prague

27

my decision to visit the Jewish
Cemetery was not an ex-
periment in dark tourism but

a quest to find out more about
the history and heritage of the
city and one of its key com-
munities. And yet, some people
think of this kind of visit as
morbid.

ur Victorian ancestors
did not have the same

reticence or distance from
cemeteries. Perhaps part of
the reason for this attitude was
Victorian society’s closeness
with death. Infant mortal-
ity, short life expectancy and
disease meant a closer involve-
ment with death than we have
today in the West. The unex-
pected and prolonged period
of mourning experienced by
Queen Victoria following the
death of her husband Prince
Albert in 1861 set the tone for
an era of grandiose and ornate
mourning and funereal tradi-
tions. Equally, the Victorian
cemeteries became much more
than simple burial places.

When Cathays Cemetery
was opened in Cardiff in 1859
it predated any large municipal
park in the city. The Cardiff
Times predicted that it ‘would
form the principal walk of the
inhabitants of Cardiff. One
hundred and fifty years on,
the council has developed a
popular heritage trail at this
site. Ken Worpole suggests that
‘Pére Lachaise manages more
accurately to reflect the tumult
and upheavals of history than
almost any other kind of cul-
tural space elsewhere in Europe’
This is why it is so popular with
visitors who are keen to experi-
ence its unique nature but also
to discover the history that
shapes modern France.

Undoubtedly, a visit to a
grand cemetery in a capital city
like Paris, may be about iden-
tifying the graves of famous
historical figures. Oscar Wilde,
Chopin, Sarah Bernhardt and
Jim Morrison all lie in Pére
Lachaise. But of equal interest
are the stories of local char-

about wales | march 2010

®

04/03/2010 13:34:47 ‘ ‘



acters and communities to be

found at cemeteries in our vil-
lages, towns and cities. If these
cemeteries are to be developed
as a heritage resource it is
worth considering how they are
likely to change in the future.
One of the key recommenda-
tions resulting from the House
of Commons Environment,
Transport and Regional Affairs
Committee of 2001 was ‘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 re-use. In many European
countries, grave-re-use is com-
monplace and often graves are
offered on a ten year lease. At
the end of the ten-year period,
unless that lease is renewed, the
remains are removed and the
grave re-sold for a new burial.
This undoubtedly has a negative
impact on the insights into
previous generations which can
be gleaned from longstanding
graves and memorials. Equally,
the recent trend in the UK to-
wards woodland burials is likely
to have a similar effect. Al-
though this custom has existed
in countries such as Sweden
for nearly a century, historians

about wales | march 2010
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above graves at Cathays, marked
for repair in 2007 (Derw Thomas)

of the future will need to find
other ways to study the nature
of the communities where this
is or becomes commonplace.

S o what can learn from our
cemeteries? The Cemetery
Research Group at the Uni-
versity of York states that “The
basis of cemetery conservation
should rest not in the impor-
tance of a site in terms of na-
tional heritage, but in the value
of a cemetery as an addition in
terms of local amenities’

The Cemetery Research
Group’s identified four types of
visitor to a cemetery:

« people interested in local
history

« nature lovers,

« visitors for educational
purposes

» walkers and strollers seek-
ing passive recreation.

The interviews I conducted
with visitors as part of my
own research suggested that
even without being part of an
organised group, an informal
walk offers

+ aninsight into local trades
and professions

«+ information about local
characters, achievers and
“notable worthies”
« asense of the layout, de-
sign, flora and fauna
+ asense of how family size
has changed
«+ arealisation of the illnesses
and diseases of Victorian
times
+ glimpses into beliefs,
values and attitudes of our
forebears
For sites and structures
under threat, one key way to
ensure that they are preserved
is via listing. However, not
all graves or cemetery build-
ings will meet the necessary
criteria. The chapels at Cathays
Cemetery in Cardiff are Grade
11 listed. In 2008, £100,000 was
spent on restoring the chapels,
although more work is needed
if they are to be restored to a
point where they are able to be
used again for services or other
purposes. The work of an active
Friends Group is also a key to a
site surviving and flourishing.
Periodically there are stories
in the press about opposition to
the development of land near
cemeteries. In the past year
local residents opposed plans
for houses near the cemetery

in Aberfan where 116 people
were buried following the 1966
coal tip disaster. The opposition
was supported by Cadw, who
said that ‘the cemetery is of
exceptional historic value and
sensitivity. In my home town
of Barry, there has been similar
opposition to proposed social
housing on the approach road
to Merthyr Dyfan Cemetery,
the largest cemetery managed
by any town council in Wales.

Not all sites ‘want’ to pro-
mote themselves as heritage
sites. Equally, for some cem-
etery enthusiasts, the thought
of them being commodified or
commercialised as a heritage
product would be abhorrent.
The chance to experience a
slightly overgrown, faded,
contemplative setting (without
the intrusion of many modern
visitor attractions) would be
preferable.

Pragmatically, it’s not es-
sential to develop a cemetery as
a visitor attraction if its friends
prefer that it should remain
quiet and undisturbed. How-
ever, if the stakeholder groups
for a municipal cemetery agree
that they would like to attract
more visitors then it is possible
to do so without compromising
the integrity of the site. There
are now various websites and
specialist heritage interpreta-
tion organisations that can
advise on how sites can be
developed sympathetically.

At a time when budgets are
inevitably squeezed and even
though we have no shortage of
heritage resources, I suggest a
walk around your local cem-
etery. You never know, you may
learn something!

REFERENCE

Worpole, K. (2003) Lost landscapes:

the architecture of the cemetery
in the West. London: Reaktion

Books
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Cadw, Flint: understanding
urban character, online
publication from www.cadw.
gov.uk, 2009.

ISBN 978 1 85760 270 8

IT HAS A COUNTY NAMED after
it — although it is not the coun-
ty town. It has a famous castle —
where the defeated Richard 11 is
said to have promised to abdi-
cate in 1399, and which shielded,
according to historians Colin
and Rose Bell, ‘the perfect grid-
plan town’ From the castle
grounds you get splendid views
over the river Dee to the Wirral
and Merseyside. Yet, in 1833,
the topographer Samuel Lewis
thought the buildings of Flint
‘very inferior in appearance to
what might be expected from
the regularity with which the
streets are disposed’ And that
was before industrialisation!
Nearly two hundred years later,
with the industrial revolution
come and gone, few people visit
Flint to study its townscape.

It is, however, one of the
triumphs of this excellent study
that it makes you want to walk
the streets of this unsung town.
It is no Llandudno, although
between the 1780s and 1840s it
was a relatively fashionable sea-
side resort. Other than the cas-
tle ruins it has no really ancient
monuments. Instead, the book
introduces you to the estates
of workers’ cottages in Knights
Green and Park Avenue, to the
1920s development planned
by Courtaulds in Henry Taylor
Street, and even to the pre- and
post-war speculative building
and local authority housing in
the Northop Road area.

You may, or may not agree
with the Travellers companion:
the ancient market town of
Flint (1968), quoted here, which
claims that the ‘two white sky-
scrapers which dominate the
town’ are ‘sensational’; but you

‘ ‘ reviews.indd 29

will find plenty to interest you
in this account of an otherwise
rather homely town mostly of
red brick and render.

During the nineteenth
century, the bricks for houses
and factories were made locally
at small brickyards near Prince
of Wales Avenue and Chester
Street. This book traces their
contribution to the town’s col-
our and texture. In two-storey
terraced houses, which began
to make their mark on Flint
early in the last century, it was

office building and a handsome
boundary fence in brick, with
iron palings, invite you to look
more closely. Plans presenting
the twelve ‘character areas’ of
Flint are drawn with clarity.

Flint is an early volume in a
series being developed by Cadw,
this time in association with
the Clwyd and Powys Archaeo-
logical Trust. Aberdare and
Dolgellau are already published;
Denbigh and Caernarfon water-
front are on the way, and more
will follow.

left Robert Henry Street (1920s) right above Richard Heights (1960s)

and Town Hall (1840) below Plaza Cinema (1936) (Nick Roe)

more usual for brick and render
to be combined, the brick be-
low, the render above. Slate was
commonly used for roofing, but
total uniformity was avoided by
the introduction of large slates
as at 7-9 Church Street, and of
red roof tiles between the two
world wars.

Detail makes so much dif-
ference to character. Examples
are the brick archway which
leads you into a courtyard of
sheltered housing named Gil-
fan; and another leading to the
backs of company houses near
the Castle Works. Not much
of Courtaulds survives, but
what there is — a neo-Georgian

Their initial purpose is to
provide context and guid-
ance for councils bidding for
Townscape Heritage Initiative
funding, with the wider aim of
enabling planning and develop-
ment control to take account of
the historic character of towns
as a whole — not simply their
conservation areas.

If they maintain the high
standard displayed in this
volume, they will have also
have permanent significance as
celebrations of urban shape and
texture, food for the imagina-
tion of those who live and work
in Welsh towns — and often
love them, down to the smallest

detail.

Incidentally, where are the
people? They are not featured
in any of the pictures, nor do
we learn anything about the
significance they attach to their
homes, streets, shops, and
public buildings. It has all been
well said by the poet, Sean
O’Brien, who has written about
‘the original landscapes of my
life — Anlaby Road, Hull, in the
mid-5o0s, the flat behind the
butcher’s shop, with its garden
of lilacs; Salisbury Street, with
its vast, lost orchard; the
tenfoots between avenues; the
riverside greenmantled drains...
— and a similar insight has
driven the Civic Trust’s work in
the Rhondda.

The character of a town is
not just determined by those
who build it, but by those who
have lived there, who have, over
the generations embellished it,
planted their gardens, chosen a
succession of colours to paint
the woodwork, and, added
markets, monuments, plaques,
rail and bus stations.

That is why I am worried by
the use of the term ‘urban char-
acterisation’ to describe these
volumes. Words matter, and
these are potentially alienating.
They introduce jargon into the
exercise, and they suggest that
only professionals (archae-
ologists, historians, architects,
town planners) can ‘charac-
terise’ our towns. Everything
I have read in this otherwise
fascinating study suggests that
its authors believe nothing of
the kind. ‘Understanding urban
character;, on the other hand,
used for the title of this book,
is warmer, more inclusive and
involving; it should be univer-
sally adopted.

Derek Jones
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Anna Minton, Ground control:
fear and happiness in the
twenty-first-century city
(Penguin, 2009) £9.99.

ISBN 978 0 141 03391 4

1984 CAME AND WENT, AND

it seemed that we had been
spared the worst of George
Orwell’s predictions. Came
1989-1991 and the political
system on which he had mostly
drawn to construct his dystopia
had crumbled. Western politi-
cal leaders allowed themselves
a certain amount of smug
satisfaction.

Fast forward to 2010, and
Orwell’s imaginary controllers
of human behaviour might
find that, in some respects at
least, the pendulum had swung
once more in their direction. In
Nineteen eighty four, telescreens
were used to check on the most
intimate details of private life.
In British cities today, screens
are routinely used for what may
seem perfectly proper pur-
poses — from the prevention of
shoplifting to the surveillance
of suspected terrorists. They
are, however, also used to con-
trol behaviour which you might
think was relatively harmless

— filming, selling the Big Issue,
handing out leaflets, busk-
ing. In ‘CV One; a so-called
Business Improvement District
in Coventry, Anna Minton wit-
nessed a private security guard
calling into a control room to
report that ‘we have a problem
with young people hanging
around’

Minton sees the way Busi-
ness Improvement Districts,
and the like, are run as major
impediments to urban freedom.
She also targets out of town
shopping centres, such as West-
field, the massive development
opposite BBC Television Centre
in West London, Bluewater
(Kent), Lakeside (Essex), the
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Trafford Centre (Manchester),
the Metro Centre (Gateshead),
and a major city centre devel-

opment, Liverpool One.

The rot set in, however, at
Docklands, the massive global
financial centre which has
arisen from the decaying Isle of
Dogs, East London. Not much
wrong with that, you may think

— as in Cardiff Bay, better to
have spanking new skyscrapers
than derelict wharves. But all is
not as it seems. To make Dock-
lands possible, normal planning
laws were waived and an unac-
countable Urban Development
Corporation given sweeping
powers of ‘land assembly’ and
compulsory purchase. Millions
of pounds of public money
have been spent without any
discussion or debate.

More recently, Liverpool

top St Davids 2, Cardiff

(Derw Thomas)

left Trafford Centre (Wikipedia
Commons)

right Liverpool One

One has arisen, courtesy of the
European City of Culture 2008.
Thirty-four streets in the city
centre are now privately owned
and privately controlled. Anna
Minton uses the words ‘ground
control, in the title of her book,
advisedly: ‘the careful branding
of the bins, benches and bol-
lards dividing the complex from
the rest of the city kept remind-
ing me that I was in Liverpool
One, as did the uniforms of

the private security guards and
cleaners! Is it too far fetched to
suggest that the seeds of 1984
are again being planted?

Of course, as is well known,
people are by no means fastidi-
ous when it comes to democ-
racy. Their passions are aroused
only when the streets are dirty
and the litter bins are full, never
mind who is in control. Even

more, they expect the authori-
ties, democratically account-
able or not, to keep them safe.
The new commercially driven
organisations, which are taking
over our cities, promise their
carefully selected residents
and customers cleanliness and
safety — more or less what they
appear to want.

The Danish architect Jan
Gehl has transformed Copen-
hagen. He has a subtly different
vision of people’s interest in
their city: ‘If you asked people
twenty years ago why they
came into the city, they would
have said it was to shop. But
if you ask them today, they
would say it was because they
wanted to go into town’ Minton
comments: “Wandering round
the streets of a city, allowing
space for walking and lingering,
window shopping and people
watching, is one of the real
pleasures of city life, harking
back to the tradition of the
Parisian flaneur, the idler or
loafer who walks around seek-
ing experiences and chance
encounters.

Liverpool One is, by contrast,
a city within the city. It has

‘malls without walls! Anna Min-
ton was unable to find a single
street sign. The development
company, Grosvenor Estates,
does not exactly check your
background before you enter,
but it has an army of staff in-
structed to sweep on anything
potentially disorderly, untidy
or out of place. Beware, Cardiff!
There are some disturbing
similarities between St David’s
2 and Liverpool One.

Derek Jones
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Friends of Cathays Cemetery,
Cathays Cemetery Cardiff
(Cardiff, 2009)

ISBN 9 780 9562786 09, £9.99

AT OVER A HUNDRED ACRES
Cathays Cemetery is the third
largest Victorian cemetery in
the uk. In 2006 the Friends of
Cathays Cemetery was set up
to protect the infrastructure,
memorials and buildings at the
cemetery and to develop the
Grade 11 listed site as a valuable
amenity. The group also set
itself the ambitious task of pro-
ducing a book to commemorate
the 150th anniversary of the
cemetery’s opening in July 1859.

The book is informative and
visually attractive. Madeleine
Gray’s foreword stresses the
importance of Cathays, like
other cemeteries, large and
small, as a huge source of
information into the history of
our communities. But, all too
often, cemeteries and grave-
yards are either vandalised or
ignored and neglected as a
heritage asset.

If you're not a Cardiffian, why
read this book? The history of
Cathays Cemetery is a history

— a biography, perhaps — of our
capital city. It demonstrates
that a cemetery is not just a
burial place but a library of
information about science and
industry, politics and people.
The lives of the great and the
good are woven seamlessly
with the stories of working
families. I have visited the site
many times, but reading this
book has prompted me to go

above grave of Louisa Maud

Evans, balloonist and parachutist
right family tombs of the Whites,
fairground owners (Derw Thomas

back again.

Different authors tackle a
wide range of subjects. Ap-
pendices include plans of the
site, poetry, and extracts from
the Minute Books and Man-
ager Report Books which cover
the 150-year history of the site.
There are plenty of facts and
figures. That is not to say it is
‘dry; but it does offer a compre-
hensive history of the site. The
flora and fauna are described
and illustrated. The layout is
discussed and the history of the
chapels is chronicled, including
the Roman Catholic example
which was demolished in 1986.
There are sections on education
and conservation and there is
an interesting section about the
geology of the memorials.

In our celebrity-obsessed age,
it’s almost impossible to think
of the site without wondering
about the rich and famous.
Sporting fame doesn’t come
much bigger than two famous
boxers, Jack Peterson and
‘Peerless’ Jim Driscoll, who were
buried here.

When Driscoll died in 1925,
aged forty-four, 100,000 people
lined the streets of Cardiff
to show their respect for his
coffin as it was taken for burial.
More poignant is the story of
fourteen-year old Louisa Maud
Evans, a domestic servant with

Hancock’s Circus. Hers is not a
tale of achievement or success
but notoriety as a result of an
accident. She took part in a
ballooning exploit as part of the
Cardiff Exhibition of 1896 but
sadly drowned after parachut-
ing from a balloon. There are
many other stories of indi-
viduals, local characters and
events covered in the book, too
numerous to list here.

he population of Cardiff

rose from under 2,000 at
the beginning of the nineteenth
century to 160,000 at its end.
Many of the shipping magnates,
industrialists and entrepre-
neurs who played a significant
part in this expansion of the
city were laid to rest in Cathays.
Families such as Reardon Smith,
Seager and Cory demonstrated
their wealth and power through
their choices of ornate and
elaborate memorials.

If I have a gripe with this
book, it is that the stories of the
movers and shakers from the
era of Cardiff’s glory days as
an industrial port city are only
mentioned in passing. They

deserve more detail. Both the
guided walks and the online
heritage trail make more of this
aspect and rightly so.

However, one unexpected
chapter describes a game which
uses a global positioning sys-
tem to add spice to a treasure
hunt — a mixture of online and
on-site activity that provides
a new category of visitor for a
heritage site — ‘Geocache!

Many potential visitors to
the site will be interested in
the section about war graves.
The distinctive appearance and
uniformity of the graves in this
section is as a result of the crea-
tion of the Commonwealth War
Graves Commission, estab-
lished by Royal Charter in 1917.
All branches of the military are
represented at Cathays, in ad-
dition to the graves of soldiers
from overseas.

On page 22, an extract
from the Cemetery Manager’s
report for Palm Sunday, April
1904 records that ‘upwards of
100,000 visitors passed through
the cemetery during the day
and glad to say not a single
case of pilfering or complaint
reported. I think it unlikely that
we will ever see future visi-
tor numbers reach that figure.
And if the feeling of peace and
tranquillity is to be maintained,
then maybe that is no bad thing.

The partnership between
Cardift Council and the Friends
of Cathays Cemetery seems to
be working well. The site looks
well maintained. This book,
guided walks and the online
presence indicate a bright fu-
ture. There is always more that
could be done, and the future of
the chapels is an important is-
sue. Having been re-roofed, the
buildings have been saved from
immediate danger, but their
future viability is as yet unde-
cided. Let us hope that a use
can be found for them and that
the site continues to provide
an opportunity for personal
reflection and an insight into
the people who contributed to
making Cardiff what it is today.

Derw Thomas
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