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The weather was kind and the 
rain stayed away, just the wind 
occasionally caught in the trees, 
adding to the magic of our tour of 
Abney Park Cemetery and Nature 
Reserve. Fifteen Exploring London 
adventurers set off through the great 
Egyptian entrance to Abney Park on 
Stoke Newington High Street and 
were offered a fascinating insight 
into the history of the many common 
graves that have been present in the 
Cemetery since its opening in 1840. 

Abney Park Cemetery is one of the ring of famous “Magnificent Seven” garden 
cemeteries built during the 1830s and 1840s around outer London, when the City 
burial grounds were becoming extremely overcrowded and levels of putrefaction 
were increasing and posing a health hazard to those living nearby. Abney Park 

Cemetery is a non-conformist burial ground open 
to all faiths, and by 1908 there had been over 
138,000 burials; by the time it closed to burials in 
the 1970s there were over 200,000 people buried in 
60,000 plots, with 24,000 headstones. 

Although it is no longer a working cemetery, if 
there is proof of a family connection and if there 
is space people can still be buried at Abney. The 
gothic chapel in the centre of the park is not 
consecrated; it functioned purely as a funerary 
chapel rather than a place of worship. 

The Abney Unearthed Project volunteers have 
recently discovered many early common graves 
across the site, including by the main entrance, 
which is unusual as normally these headstones 

were placed along the boundary walls. The number of bodies buried in each 
common grave varied, from five being the least to 45 the most, although normally 
it would be around 15 to 20, each with their own coffin and marker, with 6 to 8 
inches of soil between each person. The plots would be open for up to a month 
with burials mainly taking place on Sundays, as this was the only day off for  
most people, and it would be cheaper than a funeral in the week. The headstones, Report by Judith; photos by Judith, Vanessa and Helen

which rest on the 
ground, were a marker 
for the individual and 
would include their 
name, date of death 
and age, and on some 
their trade, which 
includes woodcarvers, 
picture framers, cabinet 
piano makers and 
straw bonnet makers. 

Pioneer balloonist 
Margaret Graham, 
who died in 1864, was 
buried in a common grave; and recently a memorial headstone was unveiled 
to commemorate her life as a celebrated aeronaut and also as the first British 
woman to fly solo in 1826. On the reverse side of the headstone are the names of 
the four other people who were originally buried with her. 

The Abney Unearthed Project volunteers have 
also undertaken research into the names of the 
people interred, to gain an insight into life in Stoke 
Newington and the surrounding  boroughs in the 
Victorian era, up to the time when the cemetery 
was closed in the 1970s. Further information can 
be found in Hackney Archives, which houses the 
original records and maps. 

One of the Explorers has a relative buried in the 
cemetery and brought some funerary cards to 
show the group – again a wonderful insight into 
Abney Cemetery. Our tour guide Haydn completed 
the walk by telling us that Abney Unearthed 
Volunteers will continue to map and research the 
common graves so that they will not be forgotten.
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