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The Old Village Burial Ground
That old resting-place for our friends
Is but a patch of  grass and old tombs,
Showing the sacred spot at the end,
Of  the dear old villager’s last home.
Thomas Morris, old Dulwich Resident (1907)

Old Burial Ground, Dulwich Village, London SE21 7HN 
Nearest rail: North Dulwich; bus P4

Owned and managed by The Dulwich Estate,
The Old College, Gallery Road, London SE21 7AE

father (who lived in the White House which stood at the 
corner of  the Village and Calton Avenue) was often paid 
to watch - for 2-3 weeks - the graves of  those who had 
just been interred. He recalled an incident from around 
1830: “One night they had nearly dug down to the coffi  n 
of  one body, and was surprised by the housekeeper of  
the Rev Dr Butt who lived in a house in Court Lane.  
She had been at a servants’ party in the village, and on 
returning home had evidently disturbed these body-
snatchers, for when the grave-digger went to his duty the 
following morning he found the grave had been opened 
and almost to the depth of  the coffi  n. Those who had 
relatives and friends interred there were never certain if  
their bodies would remain in their fi nal resting place”.  
The practice generally ended after 1832 with the passing 
of  the Anatomy Act, which allowed the next of  kin to 
permit the dissection of  bodies for medical purposes. 

In 1841 the cage or lock up at the corner of  the burial 
ground, where those charged with minor off ences were 
held, was taken down. The stone dated 1760 with 
quotations from the bible and thought to relate to the 
cage is now opposite in Calton Avenue. 

EXTENSION AND CLOSURE: 

The burial ground was extended twice to provide 
more space to cope with a growing population. On 

the second occasion in 1821, further land to the north 
(about 32’) and some thin slivers of  land towards Court 
Lane and Dulwich Village were added. 

The burial ground was closed by Order of  Council dated 
24 September 1857 following the 1852 Burial Act which 
required burials in the Metropolis to be discontinued for 
the protection of  public health. The order for Dulwich 
took eff ect from 10 October 1858 but allowed graves to 
be opened in new ground and new internments in family 
vaults where there was space.   

A number of  burials took place up to 1862, presumably 
on unused land. After that year the ground was closed. 
However, several people having ancient rights were buried 
in existing vaults after this date such as the two Isabella 
Schroders, in 1863 and 1868, Mary and Elizabeth 

Dulwich Burial Ground (Photo by John East 2016)

Goodman in 1877 and 1898 and three members of  the 
Bobbyer family, the last being Lydia Lock in 1918. No 
one else is recorded as being interred there since. 

POST CLOSURE ALTERATIONS: 

In 1867, in order to improve its appearance, the College 
Governors had the upright headstones levelled, and 

the overgrown grass and weeds removed. New planting 
was added, the wall on the village side lowered and some 
railings (and gates) formerly around the Old College 
installed - with new ones to match. There had always 
been a problem with water fl owing down Court Lane 
and fl ooding freshly dug graves, and this was probably 
the reason for the damage to some of  the graves which 
have slipped and cracked. The railings on the east side 
were removed in WW2 and not replaced until the 1990s 
when English Heritage provided a grant for their re-
instatement following outbreaks of  vandalism. Twelve of  
the tombs are Grade II listed, as are the fi ne eighteenth 
century wrought-iron gates.

FOUNDATION: 

The Burial Ground was created in September 
1616 by Edward Alleyn as an integral part of  his 

College of  God’s Gift, a charity which would benefi t 
the small community of  Dulwich, then a small hamlet 
situated within the Parish of  St Giles, Camberwell. As 
with the Chapel, Alleyn extended its use beyond that of  
the requirements of  the College itself, thus saving the 
mourners the trouble of  travelling two miles to St Giles 
with the deceased inhabitants.

Dulwich fell within the diocese of  Winchester, which 
at the time of  the planned consecration was vacant, 
and it seems that Alleyn applied to the Archbishop of  
Canterbury, George Abbot (1562-1633), to conduct the 
inaugural service. The Burial Ground was consecrated 
on the same day as Christ’s Chapel; between 9am-
12noon Sunday 1st September 1616. A record of  the 
Consecration states that the “Honourable Edward 
Alleyn appeared before his Grace and stated that it 
was his intention by the grace of  God and the King’s 
license, to convert his residence into a college for the 
poor, and which residence, being two miles from the 
parish church at Camberwell, he was unable, without 
danger and diffi  culty, especially in rainy weather and 
in winter, to repair with his family to the said church 
either conveniently or at the proper time to attend divine 
service and that near to the said house within the hamlet 
was a certain spot enclosed with walls, destined for a 
cemetery or burial place for those who die at the said 
house or within the hamlet etc. “  

LOCATION: 

The land for the Burial Ground was taken from 
the northern section of  ‘Carter’s Gardens’, which 

was described in 1605 as ‘woodland’ and, as such 
unploughable. It is just over a quarter of  a mile from 
the Old College. There had been a road junction of  
sorts here from medieval times, with the footpaths along 
today’s Court Lane and Calton Avenue leading off  into 
the fi elds. Dulwich Village itself  was no more than a 
muddy track.  

Norwood, famed for their fortune telling, including ‘Old 
Bridgett, the Queen of  the Gypsies’ who died in 1768. 
Samuel Matthews, the ‘Dulwich Hermit’, buried in 1803 
and described in the register as ‘a quiet inoff ensive and 
strictly honest man’, was  found murdered in the cave he 
had constructed in Dulwich Woods and where he had 
lived for most of  the previous 30 years. 

Walter Greening writing in 1905 noted the Dulwich 
funeral custom was seen as rather High Church. He 
noted “Some half  century ago… a College funeral was 
an event somewhat out of  the common, and to many 
of  the more puritanical-minded savoured somewhat of  
papistical practice. It was the custom for the Master, 
fellows and choristers, after walking in procession 
through the College cloisters, arrayed in their gowns and 
surplices, to precede the coffi  n and mourners thro’ the 
village, and singing verses of  the 90th Psalm. To the well-
known chorale of  ‘St. Ann’.” 

BODY SNATCHERS AND CAGE: 

Despite the walls, it appears quite easy to have 
entered the cemetery. In 1804, the College thought 

that the next door neighbour’s pigs were getting in, which 
she denied. Writing in 1911, Tom Morris says that his 

Although the choice of  site location may have been simply 
the nearest available land up for lease renewal, Alleyn may 
have decided that the space adjacent to the future College 
Chapel was not the right place. Although it was usual 
to place a cemetery next to a church, in Dulwich’s case, 
much more than a place of  worship was planned. There 
was to be a schoolhouse, a picture gallery, a hall, and 
accommodation for the poor scholars, the poor brothers 
and sisters, the Fellows and the Master and Warden. It 
would be better served by using it as a school playground, 
kitchen garden, stables and place for outbuildings. He 
might also have considered the presence of  a cemetery next 
to his almshouses and school might be seen as insensitive. 

BURIALS AND FEES: 

The consent of  the Master of  the College was 
required for burials and fees were set. In 1740 the 

charges were ‘all under 6 years of  age 2/-, and all above 
7/6. After paying the Minister 2/6 and the Sexton 
2/- the remainder of  the fees were applied to purchase 
books “for ye Publick Library of  ye College” In 1760 the 
charge for a fl at stone placed over a grave was set at 30/-, 
and a like sum for head and feet stones. Of  this amount, 
17/- went to the Master, 10/6 to the preacher and 2/6 
to the gardener. 

There are no visible gravestones or vaults dated before 
1720 but several hundred people were buried here in the 
previous 100 years and over 3000 by the time the burial 
ground closed. The fi rst burial was on 18 October 1616 
– Ann Allen ‘a Poor Sister from the new almshouses’. 
The burial records in the Dulwich College Archive tell us 
who they were but we do not know the position of  their 
graves. Some of  the most notable burials must surely be 
the thirty-fi ve Dulwich victims (out of  a total of  forty-
two) of  the Great Plague of  1665 who were buried in 
unmarked graves. The death rate in Dulwich was the 
same as the City with about 1 in 6 of  the population 
falling victim of  the disease. 

A high proportion of  those buried were children including 
several nurse children sent to Dulwich to be cared for 
in the period c1700-1820. Other burials in unmarked 
graves include several gipsy women from the camp in 

Samuel Matthews 1803, (Museum of  London)



(48) 1820: Stone family: Robert Stone Esq was a 
wealthy local landowner who lived in Eff ra House, a large 
house on the east side of  Eff ra Road in Brixton.

(53) 1807: Reverend Thomas Jones: He was a 
mathematician and lecturer on astronomy at Trinity 
College, Cambridge and also a Tutor and one of  the 
senior Fellows. Byron was one of  his pupils.

(57) 1852 Johann 
Friedrich Schröder:
A merchant banker 
who lived at Dulwich 
Lodge, Half  Moon Lane. 
The present day asset 
management company of  
Schroders originated in the 
fi rm set up by him and his 
brother. 

(64 & 65) 1795: Middlecott family: The Middlecotts 
were landlords of  the Greyhound Inn in Dulwich Village 
for nearly 100 years from the 1760s. It was fi rst rented by 
Mrs Middlecott. She had four sons and two daughters 
and, after her death, her son William took over and he 
was followed by his son, also William, originally a coal 
merchant. He sold the pub in 1876.  

(73) 1836: Rev. Smedley: 
Rev. Edward Smedley was 
educated at Westminster and 
Trinity College Cambridge 
(B.A. 1809; M.A. 1812). He 
edited the ‘Encyclopedia 
Metropolitana’ and the 
‘British Critic’. In 1827 he 
retired with his family to 
Dulwich after becoming 
deaf.

(24) 1836: James and Elizabeth Horsburgh: 
Captain James Horsburgh lived in Herne Hill, and was 
Hydrographer to the East India Company. He is best 
known for his India Directory which became the standard 
work for oriental navigation in the fi rst half  of  the 19th 
century

(27) 1823: Jones Family & Mary Bicknell: Mary 
Bicknell was the second wife of  Elhannan Bicknell, art 
patron and businessman, and resident of  Herne Hill. 

(29) 1767: Miller: Possibly Dorothy Miller, a Poor Sister 
of  the College, punished several times between 1759 and 
1761 for drunkenness (including on the last two occasions 
being set in the Stocks for an hour and then two hours). 

Rev. Thomas Jones (Master and Fellows of  
Trinity College Cambridge)

(33) 1827: Constable: Mary Ann buried 1829, aged 
38 and Harriet buried 1827, aged 6, The family were 
farmers at Court Farm in Court Lane, now a part of  
Dulwich Park.

(42) 1848: Harriet, John & Mary Bonham:  Harriet 
Bonham was probably the wife of  James Bonham, 
custodian at the Picture Gallery. They lived above the 
French Horn Inn at the north end of  College Road by 
the Burbage Road roundabout.

SOME INTERESTING GRAVES: 
(3) 1823: Sperring family: Sperring was a Village 
butcher.  He built what was the former post offi  ce 
(relocated 2015) as a butcher’s shop in 1832 – he already 
occupied the previous shop on the site.  Mary Ann 
Sperring, his wife, owned the draper’s shop opposite. 

(11) 1816: Richard Shawe & Mary Ann Smith: 
Richard Shawe was a wealthy lawyer, who had 
successfully defended Warren Hastings, the former 
Governor-General of  Bengal, on corruption charges in 
the House of  Lords. He employed John Nash to design 
his new house on Herne Hill, Casina House. He also 
employed Humphrey Repton as his garden designer - the 
remnants of  which survive as Sunray Gardens today.

(19) 1795: John and Ann Hughes: John Hughes was 
the village blacksmith, in 1765 he built a wooden framed 
shop in middle of  the row opposite the old Crown Inn, 
later adding 2 brick built cottages next door of  which 
No 76 survives.

(20) 1819: John, Elizabeth and Mary Shaw: John 
Shaw was a local wheelwright whose premises were in 
Boxall Row where the garage (Park Motors) is today. 

(21) 1831: Ranken family: Lieutenant-Colonel 
William Ranken served in the Bengal Army and was 
a cousin of  Charles Ranken, who leased Belair from 
1829 until his death in 1858. He became President of  

Monument to Richard Shawe 
(Photo by John East 2016)

(82) 1816: Ann Jellicoe & Anthony Highmore: 
Anthony Highmore was Secretary of  the London Lying-
in Hospital. and a major supporter of  the abolition of  
slavery.

Sir Jasper Atkinson (Government Art Collection)

(98) 1780: Atkinson family: Henry William Atkinson
lived at Ryecotes on Dulwich Common. Both he and his 
son, Sir Jasper Atkinson (died 1856) were Provosts of  
the Company of  Moneyers which controlled the Royal 
Mint.

(99 and 100) 1808: Tristram family: William 
Tristram was the village builder in the late C18 and 
early C19. He occupied a yard in the centre of  Dulwich 
Village where Shepherds (and Mitchells’ Place behind) 
stands today. 

(103) 1827: Gregory & Barbara Bartlett: Gregory 
Bartlett was the village bookseller, and stationer with a 
shop where Pedder now stands.  He was also the census 
taker.  His wife Barbara died in 1827, aged 46, leaving 
her husband and 11 children.  

(114) 1829: Goodman family: The Goodman 
family were the landlords of  the Crown Inn in Dulwich 
Village for over 80 years from 1791. The old pub was 
demolished for redevelopment in 1894.
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the Law Society and purchased the Knight’s Hill Estate 
which was sold to Dulwich College after his death in 
1847. 

(22) 1818: John Villes (or Willes): John Willes (1734 
– 1818) was a successful Whitechapel corn merchant, 
who is best known in Dulwich for building College Place 
(now known as Belair House) in 1785. When his fi rst 

wife died he married Ann, the daughter of  Sir Thomas 
Wright, owner of  Bell House in College Road.

(23) 1766: William Levens: William Levens was the 
village builder and carpenter.  He adapted part of  the 
pub, the French Horn (then called the Bricklayer’s Arms), 
for James Allen’s Reading Schools in 1741 – the site was 
next door to today’s Pedder Estate Agents. 

(57) 1852 Johann 
Friedrich Schröder:
A merchant banker 
who lived at Dulwich 
Lodge, Half  Moon Lane. 
The present day asset 
management company of  
Schroders originated in the 
fi rm set up by him and his fi rm set up by him and his 
brother. 

(73) 1836: Rev. Smedley: 
Rev. Edward Smedley was 
educated at Westminster and 
Trinity College Cambridge 
(B.A. 1809; M.A. 1812). He 
edited the ‘Encyclopedia 
Metropolitana’ and the 
‘British Critic’. In 1827 he 
retired with his family to 
Dulwich after becoming 
deaf.

Sir Jasper Atkinson (Government Art Collection)

Rev. Edward Smedley 
(Wikipedia)

Johann Friedrich Schröder (Schröder Archive)


