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Peter Ross is an award-winning journalist. A nine-times winner at the Scottish Press Awards and shortlisted for the Orwell journalism prize, he is a regular contributor to the Guardian and The Times. He is the author of the non-fiction collec-tions Daunderlust and The Passion Of Harry Bingo, the latter shortlisted as non-fiction book of the year at the Saltire Society literary awards.


He lives in Glasgow with a view of the tombs.









Praise for A Tomb With A View:


‘Never has a book about death been so full of life. James Joyce and Charles Dickens would’ve loved it – a book that reveals much gravity in the humour and many stories in the graveyard. It also reveals Peter Ross to be among the best non-fiction writers in the country.’ Andrew O'Hagan


‘His stories are always a joy.’ Ian Rankin


‘I'm a card-carrying admirer of Peter Ross.’ Robert Macfarlane


‘A startling, delight-filled tour of graveyards and the people who love them, dazzlingly told.’ Denise Mina










About the Book



Enter a grave new world of fascination and delight as award-winning writer Peter Ross uncovers the stories and glories of graveyards. Who are London’s outcast dead and why is David Bowie their guardian angel? What is the remarkable truth about Phoebe Hessel, who disguised herself as a man to fight alongside her sweetheart, and went on to live in the reigns of five monarchs? Why is a Bristol cemetery the perfect wedding venue for goths?


All of these sorrowful mysteries – and many more – are answered in A Tomb With a View, a tale for anyone who has ever wandered through a field of crooked headstones and wondered about the lives and deaths of those who lie beneath.


This is a book that shines a light on how we remember the ones we’ve lost, brimming with life, compassion and love. So push open the rusting gate, sweep aside the ivy, and take a look inside . . .









For David and Michael


– and for Liam









 


 


But why all this racket in the dirty dust?


– Máirtín Ó Cadhain, Cré na Cille


Can you hear things when you are dead?


Perhaps the dead hear all sorts.


– Jackie Kay, Red Dust Road


Do you realize that everyone you know


someday will die?


– The Flaming Lips










Author’s Note



I finished writing A Tomb with a View on 1 March 2020. Eleven days later, everything changed. ‘I must level with the British public,’ the prime minister said. ‘Many more families are going to lose loved ones before their time.’


They did. Nurses and doctors. Bus drivers. Carers and those in care. Hilda, aged 108, who survived the so-called Spanish flu that, in 1918, had killed her baby sister. Ismail, a thirteen-year-old from Brixton, the first child in the UK to die of coronavirus. William, who had been a child in Bergen-Belsen concentration camp. Harold, a war veteran who had been among those to burn the camp down. By Easter Sunday, more than 13,000 had died; by Whitsun, three times that. Mortuaries ran out of body bags. A lone piper greeted a wicker coffin at an Edinburgh crematorium; the widow and daughter were unable, for fear of contagion, to give each other a hug.


I had tried, in a year of writing, to reckon death in ink; Death, though, keeps his ledger in blood.


During the lockdown, the cemetery behind my house – the cemetery which had first inspired this book – became a sanctuary. I walked there most days. It might seem counter-intuitive to seek escape, and escapism, from a killer disease in a graveyard, but I found it a vaccine against gloom; exposure to a particle of darkness means one does not sicken with it.


Glasgow is known as ‘the dear green place’ on account of its many parks. However, these were now so busy that it had become difficult to keep the regulation two metres apart. A tumbledown cemetery, though? Much better. From the highest point, where some of the grandest stones still stand, though many have been toppled, one has a view of the city centre a few miles north. Just visible is the huge pink sign overlooking George Square, and the words: People Make Glasgow. This is a marketing slogan that happens to be true. So, too, does the reverse: Glasgow makes people. It makes them funny often, and chippy sometimes, and, most of all, resilient. That resilience was on full display in the graveyard.


Joggers, dog-walkers, amblers, we nodded and waved from safe removes, glad to feel the sun and wind on our faces. A young woman, bike laid in leaf-litter, sketched a stone angel. For years this cemetery had felt almost entirely abandoned, the haunt of users and boozers, vandals with spray paint and hammers, but now it was experiencing a new life. Covid’s metamorphosis – the place was transformed.


A number of UK cemeteries had closed their gates to visitors in response to the coronavirus outbreak. This I thought a great shame. Graveyards had been functioning as an important overflow, relieving the pressure on parks. More than that, though, they provided a comforting feeling of arm-around-the-shoulders solidarity with those who had gone before. All these folk in my cemetery had delights and troubles of their own. They had lived through world wars, through depressions economic and personal. They were made by Glasgow, and remade it in their turn, and now they were fading names on cracked stones.


One of the central ideas of A Tomb with a View is that the dead and the living are close kin. We think of them, visit them, sometimes speak with them, and will, one day, join them. In Philip Pullman’s The Amber Spyglass, everyone is born with their own death present, a quiet and kindly companion, invisible, who draws near as the end approaches: ‘Your death taps you on the shoulder, or takes your hand, and says, come along o’ me, it’s time.’ The coronavirus outbreak intensified this feeling I have that we are always in the company of the dead; that the outstretched palm is only a handspan away.


The weeks passed. Flowers bloomed and faded. Snowdrops, crocuses, wild garlic.


Funerals were, by law, restricted to close family only, but how this worked in practice seemed to vary, depending on the undertaker. One day, I saw an Islamic burial taking place. There must have been twenty people around the grave. Social distancing was not being observed. The men, some of whom wore masks over their noses and mouths, looked on as a mechanical digger pushed soil into the hole. Women, who, according to religious tradition, do not attend the burial, stood silent behind a low wall which separates the cemetery from the road. They held their headscarves over the lower part of their faces.


Dandelions, daffodils, daisies.


At the top of the hill were three men in their fifties, two of them seated on fallen stones, red-faced with sun and beer; the third had a golf club and was skelping balls as hard as he could down the slope and over the graves. I asked him to stop; said that it was dangerous and disrespectful. He squared up, ready to fight, told me: ‘Get to fuck.’ In a time of sickness, rude health.


Primroses, cuckoo flowers, celandine.


I followed the sound of ‘Auld Lang Syne’ and found a musician – Brian was his name – playing the bagpipes in a clearing. I thought perhaps that he, like the piper at the Edinburgh crem, was lamenting the lost, but no. ‘I’m giving my neighbours peace,’ he said. The cemetery, during lockdown, was simply a good place to practise. His motives may have been pragmatic rather than poetic, but the old ballad of comradeship and nostalgia, carried by the wind across hundreds of graves, was in harmony with the national mood. We were at once looking backwards to an impossibly distant life before Covid-19 – auld lang syne – and forwards to some indefinite point, which had come to be known, yearningly, as ‘When this is all over . . .’


This book finds you, I hope, in those better days. May you read in peace.










IVY
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I GREW UP IN GRAVEYARDS. The dead were my babysitters, my quiet companions. Not silent, though. They announced themselves with great formality. You only had to read the stones.




Here Lays
The Corps Of Mary Dickie
Who Died Dec 18th 1740
Aged 3 Years & 9 Months
Suffer The Little Children
To Come Unto Me





That’s one I remember from the Old Town Cemetery in Stirling. I’d spend whole summers there, a little-ish child myself, trying to catch tadpoles, those living commas, in the small pond called the Pithy Mary, or taking a poke of penny sweets up on to the Ladies’ Rock, a steep outcrop in the centre of the cemetery, where one could enjoy flying saucers and foam shrimps while looking out over the panorama of graves.


Those graves. Laid out in rows, they were shelves full of stories. I was a shy boy; wary, watchful, living inside myself, living in books. Treasure Island, The Hound of the Baskervilles, adventures from an earlier age. Headstones, in that company, were just more tales. Jim Tipton, founder of the Find A Grave website, calls cemeteries ‘parks for introverts’, which sounds about right. I would wander among the headstones, reading the inscriptions, gawping at the eighteenth-century carvings, poking a soft finger into the socket of a stone skull, or into the pits left by musket balls in the walls of the medieval church. If the imagination is a muscle, graveyards are a gym. I’d look at the names and wonder. Did John Barnes, Hairdresser, who died aged sixty-seven in January 1891, ever, in his youth, take comb and scissors to Ebenezer Gentleman, who died at Christmas 1868 and whose crooked stone lies just a step or two away?


It never felt frightening to be surrounded by dead people. In those days – the late seventies, early eighties – the living seemed much more of a threat. The cemetery was in poor repair. Lots of vandalism. Worst of all was the monument to a pair of women, Margaret McLachlan and Margaret Wilson, put to death in Wigtown in 1685 for refusing to give up their Protestant religion. They had been tied to stakes and drowned in the rising tide of the Solway Firth. Now, here in Stirling, they had suffered a second martyrdom, the glass of their memorial smashed, the heads and hands of the marble statues broken off and stolen.


Who would do that? The sad truth is it could have been anyone. The cemetery was haunted by ne’er-do-wells: junkies, punk dafties, solvent-huffers with fairy rings of zits around chafed lips. I lived in mortal fear of a lad known as Tommy Gluebag who was rumoured to have inhaled so much solvent that a pouch of the stuff had mushroomed on the back of his head, pushing tight and milky through his short ginger hair. Nobody wanted to get close enough to verify this. Tommy had a reputation for recreational violence. One day, while I was playing alone on the Ladies’ Rock, he saw me and began, cursing, to climb. But his legs were rubbery beneath him, and about halfway up, he became – rather appropriately for a glue-sniffer – stuck. Still, it was a bad moment. I felt like Jim Hawkins in the rigging, looking down in terror as Israel Hands climbed, dagger in teeth, towards him.


That was the thing about graveyards, though: they felt like – feel like – treasure-houses of stories. Some of these stories are international bestsellers. George Eliot and George Michael in Highgate, Oscar Wilde and Jim Morrison in Père Lachaise. Others, though, are known only locally, if at all.


This book, like the best sort of funeral, will be a celebration, not a lament. It will uncover the stories and glories of the best graveyards, from grand city cemeteries to couthy country churchyards. I love all these places. I love the bones of them. I want to make you love them too.


‘Burial grounds are like libraries of the dead, indexes to lives long gone,’ Sheldon K. Goodman, founder of Cemetery Club, told me. Goodman offers deeply researched tours of graveyards, including Hampstead, where the music hall star Marie Lloyd is buried. It feels like time travel to stand by Lloyd’s grave and play on one’s phone – as I once did – her 1915 recording, ‘A Little of What You Fancy Does You Good’; her voice was a ghost floating between the surface noise and the caw of the London crows.


When we first spoke, Sheldon was busy prepping for his Queerly Departed tour of Brompton Cemetery, exploring the history of the gay and lesbian Londoners buried there. He was enthusiastic, even giddy, on the subject of cemeteries. ‘Millions of people have ended up in these remarkable places,’ he said. ‘Heroes and villains, inventors and actors, people who once lived, laughed, loved and cried. I think it’s important to resurrect their stories and memories and achievements, which highlight the importance of the past and its effect on the future.’


True; but what draws me, personally, to these old stones is not so much the famous dead as extraordinary tales of ordinary folk. Deep within the cracked stone ribs of Dundrennan Abbey, a beautiful medieval ruin in Galloway, southern Scotland, there lies a graveyard which, though now old itself, grew up in the centuries since the church was abandoned and the roof fell in. ‘This is the British Empire squashed into one little place,’ said Glyn Machon, the sixty-year-old custodian of the abbey, pointing out the graves of this young man who died at Gallipoli in 1915, that young woman who died at sea – as her stone says, with an E. M. Forster touch – ‘on her passage from India’ in 1852.


Glyn is a bricklayer by trade, a Yorkshireman by profession, and though he appears as unsentimental as one of his own walls, it was clear when we met, one bright morning, that he loves this place deeply. His wife says that the abbey is the other woman in their marriage.


One small grave sheltered in the north-east corner of the dyke caught his eye: ‘This is the little lad, here, look.’ Within the top-curve of the headstone, a cherub; wind and rain and time had worn away its colours, but enough paint remained to show that its hair was blond, its wings white, its smiling face a boyish pink. This is the resting place of Douglas Crosby, who died shortly before the Christmas of 1789, aged seven, of a broken heart – or so the story goes.


How does the story go? ‘This grave is known as “the boy and the snake”,’ Glyn said. Squinting in the autumn sun, he read a verse carved into the stone: ‘He was a manly pritty boy / His father’s hope, his mother’s joy / But death did call, and he must go / Whither his parents would or no.’


Douglas Crosby lived at Newlaw Farm, a little inland from Dundrennan. Every morning that summer it was his habit to take his bowl of porridge and eat in the garden. His mother, Jane, thought little of it until one day she overheard him say, with amused crossness, ‘Keep tae yer ain side o’ the plate.’ She went outside and saw the boy sitting on the grass. An adder was coiled beside him, eating from the bowl, and – as she watched – Douglas reached out his spoon and tapped it gently on the top of the head, at which the creature moved to the other side of the bowl and the pair continued, companionably, to share breakfast.


Horrified, she called the boy in, and shouted for her husband. The adder had slithered off into the longer grass, but the farmer, beating around with a stick, found it and clubbed it to death. Young Douglas grieved for his best friend, and did not live long without it. He shed this life like an old skin and was buried where he lies. There is nothing on his stone to connect the grave to the story – no mention at all of a snake, never mind porridge – and yet the story clings to it like lichen, a living thing growing on the dead.


Tales like that are everywhere, lying beneath the moss and leaves. Sometimes you need only walk out your door.


Stan Laurel’s mother lies in an unmarked grave a little way behind my house. Visiting Cathcart Cemetery, looking for the spot, I chanced instead upon a pink granite stone marked with these words: ‘Mark Sheridan, Comedian’.


Sheridan was a music hall star. His real name was Frederick Shaw and he came from County Durham. A faded photograph shows a man in heavy make-up wearing bell-bottoms and a comically oversized bowler hat. That we all know ‘I Do Like to Be Beside the Seaside’ is because of the popularity of his 1909 recording. Nine years later he was dead, having taken his own life in Kelvingrove Park while on tour in Glasgow. He was buried in the far south of the city two days later.


Cathcart is the least celebrated of Glasgow’s historic cemeteries. It doesn’t look as dramatic as the Necropolis in the city centre, with its huge glowering effigy of John Knox, the religious reformer, which functions as a sort of Statue of Illiberty, representing all that is stern and joyless and unbending about Scotland. And it doesn’t have the disquieting air of urban gothic that characterises the Southern Necropolis, where tower blocks loom, brute and mute, over the eerie marble figure known as the White Lady. That monument, which marks the grave of two women killed by a tramcar in 1933, is said to turn its head to gaze – blank and implacable – at passers-by. The cemetery is also said to be home to the legendary Gorbals Vampire, a creature with iron teeth and a taste for the blood of local boys. Between the watchful eyes and the monstrous teeth it’s a wonder that anyone ever walks their dog there, yet they do. Glesga dugs have sceptical bladders. They will happily cock a leg in the Southern Necropolis, never cocking an ear to the stories.


[image: Illustration]


What can I tell you about Cathcart? It is mine. It is inside me as, perhaps, one day, I will be inside it. When you find a graveyard that you enjoy, it can become like a favourite beach or woodland walk; the pleasure is in familiarity, belonging, a sense of home. One summer evening, my wife and children and I climbed a green hill to the highest point in the cemetery, and, sitting on a tartan picnic rug, listened to the Arctic Monkeys drifting over from their concert four miles away on Glasgow Green. On Hogmanay, we followed our ears and discovered a woodpecker rat-a-tatting high in a beech. Head a blur of white and red, it was knocking on the new day, on the new year, on the old wood, asking to come in.


If a tree can look haughty, this beech did. Around its foot were several headstones, some rather crooked, others so overgrown with ivy that they seemed more like topiary. When ivy is carved on a gravestone it symbolises eternal life, but in Cathcart, as in so many old cemeteries, the plant has made the figurative literal, smothering what must once have been beautiful carving as if to show its distaste for metaphor. Ivy in a graveyard is disgustingly, ostentatiously alive. It strikes names from stone as, below, flesh strips from bone.


Still, as the woodpecker kept time on the trunk above, I could make out some of the names. The most recent carving was from 1976, a death in the long hot summer, but the others were a good bit older. One granite cross, erected by a William Fulton Young, marked the resting place of his wife, Isabella, and their sons, Alexander, John and Robert, all of whom died as a result of their war service. Only Alexander appears to have been killed in action, on 26 September 1916; the others survived the fighting but succumbed, eventually, to their injuries. Robert, ‘BADLY GASSED IN FRANCE’, lingered on until 2 February 1921, and what a universe of suffering must be contained within those four capitalised words. Poor Sandy, John and Rab – as their parents may well have known them – who went to war as boys and came back with lungs full of death, if they came back at all. To visit that grave on New Year’s Eve, drawn there by the bird, was to experience a jumpcut: from the rattle of guns to the beat of beak on wood.


In an old graveyard the mind snags on stories, just as a fox, pushing between overgrown tombs, might catch on the undergrowth and carry away burrs in its coat. Walking through Cathcart Cemetery, the eye is caught by a French name:




Jean-Baptiste Louis Janton
Bachelier ès Arts et ès Sciences Paris
Né à Versailles France
Mort à Glasgow le 28 Octobre 1925





Here, if you like, is the opposite story to that of the Young family – a Frenchman who came to Scotland and died here. How, one wonders, did our smoke-black city seem after Paris and Versailles? What sort of man was Jean-Baptiste and what made him settle here? Did the Glaswegian dialect, with its glottal stops and guttural fricatives, feel ugly in his mouth, or did he enjoy the rough sounds, the way one might take pleasure in tonguing a broken tooth? A cemetery is a place of questions, tantalisingly so.


Mark Sheridan – that one got under my skin, a burr snagged deep. It was such a simple stone; pink marble, just his name and dates, and that word: comedian. I had to know more.


A visit to the Mitchell, the city’s grand Edwardian library, furnished a report from the Glasgow Herald newspaper, dated 16 January 1918: ‘There was a bullet wound in his forehead and a Browning revolver was lying beside the body.’ Sheridan had left his hotel in time to attend a noon rehearsal, but never arrived. At 2.20 p.m., his corpse was discovered by two men out walking: ‘The spot where the tragedy occurred is an unfrequented part of the park on the west side of the Kelvin. The body was lying on the footpath.’


Sheridan’s burlesque Gay Paree, in which he played Napoleon, had just opened at the Coliseum on Eglinton Street. His daughter and two sons had parts in the show, and his wife, Ethel, was on the road too. Shortly before 7 p.m., the curtain was about to be raised when police informed the theatre manager of his leading man’s death. He made a sombre announcement and the audience filed quietly out.


Received wisdom has it that this desperate act was prompted by bad notices for Gay Paree, which is odd as the Herald’s review on the day of his death observed that it ‘admirably fulfils its purpose of mirthmaking, and is in every way an attractive entertainment’. The following November, in a court battle with an insurance company, lawyers for Sheridan’s widow argued, unsuccessfully, that he had not intended to end his life. Ethel Shaw claimed her husband had gone into the park to rehearse a scene in which he had to fire a pistol, and – while doing so – ‘the unfortunate accident’ occurred. George Robey, ‘the Prime Minister of Mirth’, later famous as Falstaff in Olivier’s film of Henry V, gave his view that Sheridan ‘was not the man to commit suicide because his play was not a success the first night’. All very curious.


A fellow performer once recalled: ‘When you saw Mark Sheridan sing “I Do Like to Be Beside the Seaside”, it was something more than someone singing a good, rousing song . . . As he strode across the stage, singing lustily in his Tyneside voice and slapping the back-cloth with his stick, he was a man full of fresh air and vigour and health, striding along the promenade.’


It is queer – and more than a little sad – to think of this fellow of infinite jest buried so far from home, beyond the sound of the silvery sea.


*


TO THE TAPHOPHILE – a lover of graves – Sheridan’s lair is the equivalent of a rare bird to the twitcher. The thrill is discovering something in a place where it should not be. A Blackburnian Warbler, blown off course by an Atlantic storm to St Kilda, doesn’t mean much to people like me, but give us a weird ersatz graveyard in some unlikely nook and we’re delighted.


When you get your eye in, you begin to notice these everywhere. In York, coming away from a family wedding, heading for the train, I spotted a few old stones, shaded beneath trees, on a patch of grass hemmed in between two busy roads. This, it turned out, was a burial ground for some of the 185 people who died from ‘a plague of cholera’ – as a small sign has it – during the summer and autumn of 1832.


It had been a panic. No one knew how it was caused, or how it could be cured. Citizens were dying in Castlegate and Coppergate, in Fossgate and Friargate, and especially in the fetid, ill-fated slum known as the Hagworm’s Nest. The Privy Council decreed that the funerals of victims could not be held in church and that they should not be buried in the churchyards. This was done from fear of further contagion, and, it seems, out of some sense that these deaths were, as one contemporary account has it, ‘Divine chastisements’ – God’s vengeance on the sinful. We know now, thanks to the work of the York-born doctor John Snow (whose grave can be found in Brompton, one of London’s grand cemeteries), that their only sin was drinking infected water. But back then they were, literally, outcasts. A patch of wasteland just outside the city walls, between Thief Lane and some dog kennels, was identified as a suitably isolated spot for the disposal of the wretched corpses, and that is where they remain today, paid little if any mind by those hurrying for trains north and south.


There are an estimated 14,000 cemeteries and churchyards in the UK, of which approximately 3,500 predate the First World War. Nobody knows the numbers for sure, and it is unlikely that a near-forgotten oddity such as York’s cholera graves appear in the statistics.


The same goes for the Navvies’ Graveyard. A forlorn and little-known spot between the South Lanarkshire villages of Elvanfoot and Crawford, at the side of the fledgling River Clyde, it goes unnoticed by those who roar past on the M74. Yet turn off the motorway, park up on a back road, pick your way down a steep bank and you are there – one of the secret sites of Scotland’s industrial history. A circle of cairns linked by rusty chains encloses a rickle of stones from the river bed, worn and mossy and sinking into the sodden earth. These mark the graves of the thirty-seven Irish workers – known as navigators, hence ‘navvies’ – who died here, in 1847, of typhus, while building the Caledonian Railway, connecting London to Glasgow and Edinburgh through many hard miles of bleak countryside. We do not know their names.


I found this place a few years ago and now, whenever driving south, glance left as it blurs past. It feels important to acknowledge it. These men, whoever they were, made a sacrifice of sorts to the future of the country, and this crude memorial is their Cenotaph, dandelions and bracken their only poppies.


Many of Britain’s burial grounds are full, or close to full, with new interments no longer permitted. Without fresh dead, a cemetery dies, or so some believe. ‘Highgate Cemetery is reaching capacity and will run out of available space for new burials within the next decade,’ a recent report warned. ‘Unless additional grave space can be provided it will cease to be a working cemetery, harming its significance and threatening the conservation of the historic memorial landscape.’


If cemeteries are filling up, closing down, it is also true that fewer and fewer people actually want to be buried in them. Three-quarters of us in the UK are cremated, and our remains are often scattered in a favourite spot rather than being interred. As a result, the habit of visiting and tending the grave of a loved one is becoming less and less common. In that cemetery behind my house, fresh flowers are a rare sight, fresh graffiti all too familiar. Only in the Muslim and Jewish sections are there any signs of recent visits; in the latter, I love to notice new pebbles placed on headstones, the most humble imaginable indicator of love.


There are, however, many other reasons to visit. Tombstone tourism is on the rise. There are guided tours around some of the country’s most famous cemeteries – Highgate in London, the Necropolis in Glasgow, Arnos Vale in Bristol – but we taphophiles enjoy seeking out the lesser-known. Whenever I am in a place I have never visited before, and have a little time to spare, I will look for the oldest graveyard in town. There’s a deep joy in finding an interesting headstone. The churchyard of St Mary’s in Banff, Aberdeenshire, has an incredibly cute grim reaper holding an hourglass and scythe, and wearing not the famous cowl and bony scowl, but a half-smile and what appears to be a tiny pair of pants. How this appeared in 1765 goodness only knows, but in the twenty-first century it manages to be both deeply sinister and deeply camp: not an easy combination, but one it achieves with aplomb.


In the grounds of Malmesbury Abbey, Wiltshire, is another of my favourite graves: a rather ordinary-looking stone, much weathered and hard to read. It is worth the effort, though, for here lies Hannah Twynnoy, a maid at a nearby inn, who – on 23 October 1703 – became the first person in England to be killed by a tiger:




In bloom of Life
She’s snatched from hence.
She had not room
To make defence;
For Tyger fierce
Took Life away.
And here she lies
In a bed of Clay
Until the Resurrection Day.





The Old White Lion dates from at least the 1200s. It was already very old by the time Hannah Twynnoy was serving ale. It hasn’t been a working inn since 1970, but Paul and Frances Smith, who live there, open to the public a few times each year as a pop-up pub – including a Hallowe’en re-enactment of the bloody mauling. I had missed that by a week, but they were good enough to show me around their home and out into the back garden, where Hannah met her end. The story, they said, is that the yard of the inn was being used by a travelling circus, and that it was the maid’s habit, as she passed the tiger’s cage, to rattle a stick along the bars – out of pure mischief. One day, the catch broke, the beast sprang out, and it was all over in moments. She was thirty-three. The incident must have been awful, a claret horror, but the passing of time has given it a folklorish air; it feels like a cautionary tale for children. The headstone makes it real, though. Poor Hannah.


The smallest graveyards sometimes tell the tallest tales. In the village of Leadhills, South Lanarkshire, there is buried an old miner – John Taylor – said to have lived until he was 137, though some argue that’s totally ridiculous and he actually died at 133. Either way, his was not a long retirement: he put down his pick at the age of 117. The year of his death was 1770. In his idle moments, which were not many, he liked – locals say – to reminisce about the eclipse of 1652.


Amid these disputable claims, an indisputable fact: Leadhills is home to the world’s oldest subscription library, founded in 1741. The Miners Library was established for the elevation of the minds of men who worked underground. John Taylor very likely used it. One wall is lined with brown leather-bound volumes, mostly religious and scientific titles, the air smells pleasantly musty, and against the opposite wall stands a wooden pulpit with ‘Learning Makes The Genius Bright’ painted in gold along the top.


Graveyards, as Sheldon K. Goodman said, are libraries of sorts; their stories bound in stone. Council libraries may be closing, or shrinking, but graveyards – those which remain active – are forever replenishing their stock of spines. One of my own cherished libraries of this kind is in the town of Whitby on the North Yorkshire coast.


On days when Whitby gets too hot and busy, I like to climb the famous 199 steps and walk the cliffs. In Bram Stoker’s novel Dracula, inspired by the author’s stay in the town, the vampire bounded up these steps in the form of a black dog. The human visitor, or at least this one, prefers a more leisurely pace. You rise from the pleasant reek of pubs and sweet shops to the fresh wind off the sea. A sign on a farm gate up there used to warn, in fading red paint, that ‘Trespassers will be shot’. Happily, there is a place nearby where trespasses are not only forgiven (that being part of the whole Christian deal) but visitors actively welcomed: St Mary the Virgin, the town’s parish church.


Nineteenth-century box pews, one marked ‘For Strangers Only’, bring to mind a ship’s galley. Philip Larkin might have considered this a serious house on serious earth, but the seriousness of the latter is open to question. Landslips have exposed bones. At night, St Mary’s is spotlit; light bouncing off its old walls casts a milky glow over the churchyard, picking out certain graves. Thomas Boynton, Master Mariner of the eighteenth century, is buried beneath a stone rich with carving: lawless ivy; a jawless skull, sockets deeply shadowed.


I was fortunate, one Sunday morning, to be shown around the church by Bob Franks, tower captain; the boss of the bellringers. He was eighty-four, but you wouldn’t know it. They stood in a circle at the foot of the belltower, ten men and women, pulling candytwist ropes in suffragette colours. Mr Franks, a small gentleman with white hair and an air of gentle amusement, called the changes – ‘Seven on five, five leading!’ – rising to the very tips of his black loafers as the rope ascended. A plaque on the wall commemorated the summer day in 1935 on which the bells were rung to mark the Silver Jubilee of King George V. There was, in every peal and echo, a sense of the eternal, a thing being done because it had always been done and would always be done. No dusty duty, though. The bellringers love the music and the ritual, and calling Whitby folk to worship is, for them, a sort of hallowed pleasure.


Once the churchgoers were nicely settled in their pews, Mr Franks led the way up narrow stone stairs to the belfry. He undid a padlock, slid a bolt. The sound of the choir rose from far below. We were among the bells. They hung, still and heavy in the darkness, like ripe fruit. He asked: ‘Do you want to have a quick pop upstairs for the best view in Whitby?’


The tower captain led the way along a beam, between the bells, and we stooped through a tiny door on the other side of the belfry. ‘This is where I like to come to watch the Red Arrers do their stunts,’ he said, sweeping his arm around the roof. ‘They fly right over the top of the church here.’ He was right about the view. The outlook north – flat blue sea, flat blue sky – was pure Rothko. South-west, a Turner-ish smear of smoke, rising from the moors, showed the position of the steam train chuffing towards Goathland.


The churchyard below had the look of a Hornby model. We were too high up to read the graves; even close to, many are illegible, scoured by clifftop wind. I could see some black-clad figures picking their way between the stones. One wore a top hat, another a crinoline skirt and bustle. Goths.


Whitby, thanks to its Dracula connection, has become the spiritual home for this particular tribe. The ‘velvet pound’ is important to the local economy. Goths in fishnets can, these days, generate more income than trawlermen with fishing nets. There is even a goth B&B, Bats & Broomsticks, where guests breakfast by candlelight and enjoy the music of The Damned with their cornflakes. As one local told me: ‘Whitby needs goths to keep it in the black.’


St Mary’s is catnip for goths – batnip, I suppose. It has long been a favourite spot for photographs, but this has now been restricted. As John Hemson, the churchwarden, had once explained to me: ‘Some women were photographed lying on the tombstones and exposing quite a bit of themselves that you wouldn’t normally expect in the street, never mind a churchyard. We still have a lot of people in Whitby who have relatives buried here, and they objected to what was going on.’


Photography per se is not banned, just people posing on the graves, but there has, nevertheless, been some resistance to the new rule. ‘No one has been buried in that graveyard since 1851,’ Carole Platts, a goth in her thirties, had said. ‘And if they died in the nineteenth century then they’ve seen corsets like ours before.’


From the roof of St Mary’s, my impression was that the goths had no intention of draping themselves provocatively over tombs. Too busy reading. They were round the back of the church, and I thought I knew what they were looking at. It was a tombstone I had often admired myself:




Here lies the bodies of FRANCIS HUNTRODDS and MARY his wife who were both born on the same day of the week month and year – Septr ye 19th 1600 marry’d on the day of their birth and after having had 12 children born to them died aged 80 years on the same day of the year they were born September ye 19th 1680 the one not above five hours before ye other





A love story, no less, in the library of the dead.










ANGELS
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SON OF A TUTU, a British-Nigerian drag queen, is getting on for seven feet tall from headdress to heels. Between these poles she is entirely fabulous, entirely gift-of-the-gabulous, and seemingly entirely at home among the dead.


Golden evening light cascaded through the cupola of the Anglican Chapel, sparkling on scarlet fingernails as she lifted her hands towards the dome at the climax of ‘This is Me’, a defiant anthem of self-acceptance from The Greatest Showman, and sang: I won’t let them break me down to dust / I know that there’s a place for us . . . In her company, this graveyard didn’t seem so grave.


We were in Brompton, a beautiful Victorian cemetery, for Queerly Departed – a tour of those plots in which are buried people who are known, or thought, to have been gay, lesbian, bisexual or some shade in between. It was early July, the evening before Pride, when 30,000 Londoners were expected out marching on the streets, and this tour was being conducted in the same spirit of solidarity and celebration.


It isn’t about outing people posthumously, the guide, Sheldon K. Goodman, had told me earlier. ‘We are their ambassadors,’ he said. ‘They can now have their life stories told without fear of retribution or ostracisation. In their own lifetimes, they couldn’t fully be themselves.’


Sheldon, who is thirty-two, was wearing heavy black and silver make-up around his eyes. His T-shirt had a drawing of a skull on it. I was curious about how to characterise his thing for cemeteries. Was it a fascination, or perhaps even an obsession? The word ‘hobby’ seemed inadequate.


‘An obsession, definitely,’ he laughed.


Graves are just so tantalising. Those basic facts – a name and dates – are the entrance to a wormhole for anyone armed with a curious mind and a well-charged phone. Start with Google and take it from there.


‘See that big obelisk?’ he pointed. ‘That’s Lionel Monckton. He was a composer and songwriter, and all his stuff is on Spotify for streaming. Probably only three people a month listen to it, but I’m one of them. Some of the songs are delightfully of their time.’ He started to sing one, about horse racing, from 1909: Back your fancy, back your fancy, come and have a gamble . . . He is also keen on Sir Montague Fowler, an eminent priest, and always gives his stone a clean whenever he is in Brompton. ‘This sounds weird, but it feels like I know him,’ he said. ‘It’s a shame he died in the thirties. I would love to take him out for a pint.’


Brompton is the most central of the grand Victorian cemeteries which encircle London, a bracelet around bone, and which are known as ‘The Magnificent Seven’. The others are, clockwise, Abney Park, Tower Hamlets, Nunhead, West Norwood, Kensal Green and Highgate. Brompton, which opened in 1840, is on the western fringe of Kensington; Stamford Bridge, Chelsea’s ground, looms over one of the cemetery walls.


On that summer afternoon when I first walked through the great arch of its gatehouse on Old Brompton Road, the cemetery seemed especially gorgeous. The architect, Benjamin Baud, had conceived of it as an open-air cathedral, and even though his design was never fully realised, Brompton does feel serenely elegant and church-like.


The 600-metre central avenue, lined by trees, is a nave running to the high altar represented by the Anglican Chapel. The Great Circle, through which the avenue passes, is said to have been inspired by the piazza of Saint Peter’s in Rome; it is flanked by colonnades of Bath Stone, honey in the sun, within one of which I noticed a man, beetroot-browed and barefoot, working his way through a few cans of Special Brew as the afternoon wore on. Beneath the colonnades are the catacombs. These are locked behind cast-iron gates marked with a forbidding emblem of snakes coiled around inverted torches. It is possible to peer through and see the coffins. I never do this without feeling a little ghoulish. Still, though, I look.


Brompton is owned by the Crown and managed as a Royal Park. ‘This was Queen Victoria’s favourite cemetery,’ Sheldon said. ‘She visited here in the 1860s. She didn’t actually get out the carriage, mind. She just rode up and down and buggered off.’ There are 200,000 or so people buried here, the best known of whom is Emmeline Pankhurst, the suffragette leader, who died in 1928 and whose grave is marked by a modernist take on a Celtic cross. Laid at its foot was a basket of purple and white flowers tied with purple, green and white ribbons, and a card: ‘With love from your nieces and great-great-nieces.’ As a fan of the films Kes and An American Werewolf in London, I was also pleased to find the grave of Brian Glover, a simple, flat, grey slab, his name and unusual path through life – ‘Wrestler Actor Writer’ – bright with fallen seeds.


There are some remarkable tombs. The most beautiful is that of Frederick Leyland, a shipping magnate and art collector who died in 1892. He was a patron of the Pre-Raphaelites, and his faux-medieval monument is by Edward Burne-Jones: a copper chest, oxidised to a bright green, decorated with scrolling flowers and leaves. Grade II-listed, it sits behind railings which are kept padlocked, presumably because it is so valuable and therefore vulnerable. Suitably for a patron of the arts, it is a monument which stimulates the imagination. It looks as though it might reasonably contain the sword of Arthur or Cup of Christ.


Similarly tantalising is the grave of Hannah Courtoy, described in the Friends of Brompton map as a ‘mysterious society woman with fabulous wealth’. She died in 1849. Her granite and marble mausoleum, the tallest in the cemetery, is in the Egyptian style so beloved of the Victorians, but there’s something rather steampunky and H. G. Wells about it, too. It is believed that the tomb was designed by Joseph Bonomi, the Egyptologist who is buried nearby, and there is a legend – or theory, depending on how you look at it – that it is a time machine, a proto-Tardis which could be made to work if only someone could find the key to the great copper door. The writer and musician Stephen Coates has developed a counter-theory – or legend – that the tomb is a teleportation chamber, and that there are similar chambers, disguised as mausolea, in each of the Magnificent Seven cemeteries. As a way of getting around London, that beats the Tube, and so it would be more than a little disappointing to get inside the Courtoy mausoleum and find it contained nothing but coffins and bird bones and dust. Let us hope the key is never found.


But back to Queerly Departed. ‘Thank you for coming,’ said Sacha Coward, co-creator of the tour. ‘What a bizarre thing to do on a Friday night. You’re all weirdos.’


We laughed, the fifty or so of us gathered in the Anglican Chapel. The drag queen. The bearded dude in the Grateful Dead tee. The teenager with a rainbow painted Aladdin Sane-style across her face. Me with my notebook full of graves. Weirdo is no insult. We were all, I reckon, happy to own that term.


After a couple of stops by the resting places of music hall performers, and the Bride of Frankenstein actor Ernest Thesiger, Sheldon announced what, for me, was the highlight of the tour: ‘The bisexual Marchesa Luisa Casati, who puts Lady Gaga to shame.’ Her grave may be the only understated thing about her – a small stone urn, half hidden by overgrown grass. Nevertheless, it was clear that this is a shrine of sorts. Someone had left a few lilies, wilting now. A photograph, propped up, showed a striking woman with intense eyes. It was taken in 1912, but had the same steely androgynous power as Robert Mapplethorpe’s celebrated photograph of Patti Smith on the cover of her album Horses.


The Marchesa was a socialite, bohemian and muse, an Italian heiress who came to live in London later in life: in debt and in decline. She had been famous for her outrageous life and clothes. One outfit, created by the costume designer of the Ballets Russes in 1922, was made of electric lightbulbs and came with its own generator. She swathed herself in fabulous rumours; it was whispered that she owned wax dummies in which she kept the cremated remains of former lovers. That would have meant a whole lot of ashes. She elevated hedonism to the level of poetry, putting the cadence into decadence, the verse into perverse. She was death-tinged, doom-fringed. ‘Cadaverous’ is the adjective most often used to describe her appearance. In Paris, she was known as the ‘Venus of Père Lachaise’. She wore necklaces of live snakes. She wanted to be ‘a living work of art’. She died of a stroke in the summer of 1957 at the age of seventy-six and was buried with a pair of false eyelashes and a taxidermied Pekinese. Among the mourners, arriving from Venice, was her personal gondolier.


‘Why is she not buried beneath a Parthenon? Why not a giant silver phallus or something?’ Sacha asked. The answer is that she spent so much on indulging her various eccentricities and desires that she simply ran out of money. ‘She ended up in a very small flat in Primrose Hill. As she aged, she became fearful of the way she looked. She hated the idea of her own mortality and became a bit of a recluse. People would see her scurrying around at night, going through bins, finding feathers and bits of fabric and plastic bags which she would turn into dresses. She was quietly creating her own look. She was still out there, putting RuPaul’s Drag Race to shame.’


Sacha smiled. ‘It is a sad ending for a personality that was so big, but at least people seem to know about Luisa. They are coming here and leaving photos and flowers and costume jewellery, objects that she may have loved. So now, before we move on, can I have a volunteer?’


A young woman shot up a hand: ‘Me!’ This was Lynsey Walker. She loves the macabre, loves fashion, and spends a lot of time in cemeteries. She had on a navy jumpsuit, red heels, dark blue lipstick, black sunglasses and a raspberry beret. Maybe not quite Luisa Casati levels of glam, but not half bad for an evening stroll in a graveyard. Lynsey was given an honour: asked to place a white rose on the Marchesa’s grave, a task she performed with great respect. Afterwards, she explained why she had volunteered: ‘When Sacha said that she didn’t want to be pretty, she wanted to be art, I was like, “Yes!” I see that, I live that, I needed to give my rose to her.’


Milanese socialites, militant suffragettes, millionaire time travellers: it is funny who ends up in Brompton. That’s the beauty of a London cemetery: they draw their dead from every corner of the earth. Their living, too.


On my way out, I saw an old lady throwing handfuls of seeds and nuts. I had noticed her earlier. She must have been here for much of the day. Her name is Colette, but everyone calls her Cola. She is Swiss and a friend to the squirrels and pigeons. She speaks good English with a strong accent. ‘Nothing escape their eyes,’ she said, gesturing towards the birds. ‘They are very affectionate when they know you. They land on your head, your shoulder, everywhere on your body. They have sharp claws and they pull your hair.’


I like the fact that there are squirrels here, I told her, because it’s said that this is where Beatrix Potter got the name for Squirrel Nutkin. She lived locally until her forties, and is said to have taken inspiration from the Nutkins family plot.


‘Oh yes,’ Cola replied, but wasn’t really interested. Too focused on her creatures. She comes two or three times a week with food and clean water. So she wasn’t here to visit a particular grave?


‘No,’ she replied. ‘Once you’re dead, forget it, that’s oblivion.’


I laughed, delighted at the way she drew out the word: oh-blee-vee-on.


‘Is true! Us, the people who are left behind, if we need to remember somebody, a relative or a dear friend, we can do it any time. We don’t need to come physically to a place like this. It means nothing. Well, at least not for me. I only come to feed the pigeon and the squirrel.’


The dead don’t need your peanuts?


‘No! The dead don’t need anything.’ She held out a palmful of seeds. ‘Once you’re dead, you’re dead, and that’s the truth, believe me!’


*


‘OH, YES,’ said Dr Julian Litten. ‘We know each other, Kensal Green and I.’


Dr Litten, author of The English Way of Death, is the UK’s leading expert on the history of funeral customs. He has been described as ‘a man who has sniffed the air in a hundred burial vaults’ and I can well believe it. Yet, when we met, he did not seem sepulchral. Perhaps it was his orange jumper, orange tie, orange-and-white striped shirt, orange jumbo cords, and two-tone tan brogues which gave an impression of cheer. He is seventy-three. At ease in his home, a sixteenth-century cottage in King’s Lynn, he sipped a glass of white wine while we talked.


‘Do you mind if I record this?’ I asked.


‘If it gives you pleasure,’ he replied, wafting a small cigar in blithe assent.


He was the founder, in 1991, of the Friends of Kensal Green, the oldest – and one might say most senior – of London’s Magnificent Seven cemeteries. His fascination with graveyards goes back to a childhood in Wolverhampton, when he would take the bus to visit Merridale, a grand Victorian cemetery, a ‘haunting place’ where he enjoyed the feeling of solitude and the stories on the stones.


His interest in funerary aesthetics deepened – literally – in 1971, when he was exploring the ruins of St Mary’s, a very old church in South Woodford, which had been burned by arsonists. ‘I remember one Saturday morning, the floor opened beneath me and I was plummeted into a burial vault.’ Unhurt, more curious than frightened, he stayed down there and had a good look around. Not only that, he measured the vault, made notes on its construction, and satisfied his taste for expensive craftsmanship: ‘I was very pleased to see the high quality of the coffin furniture.’


At Dr Litten’s age, it is not uncommon for one’s thoughts to turn to the grave, but his have tended that way for many years. His own funeral has been planned in every detail, and it has given him immense pleasure to do so. Not for him a cremation – ‘Barbaric!’ – it will, of course, be a burial, and it will, of course, be Kensal Green.


Once his remains have been washed and his hair combed, he will be clothed in an original Edwardian shroud – ‘Never used, I’m pleased to say’ – and his body laid in an inner coffin of elm. That will be placed in a lead shell and the lead shell in an outer case of oak, a reproduction of a coffin made around 1900 – ‘Ravishing thing. It will have six coats of beeswax, hand applied.’


An Anglican requiem mass (he, unlike Cola, believes in life after death) will take place at All Saints, King’s Lynn, at eleven o’clock on a Wednesday morning – ‘Wednesdays are always good days for funerals. If anyone wants to come up from London, they can catch the 9.44 and will be in good time.’


From the balcony of the church, a trumpet, trombone, kettle drum and choir will play the Prelude to Charpentier’s Te Deum – and the funeral will begin. It will be done properly, soberly, tastefully, which is to say in accordance with tradition. This, after all, has been Dr Litten’s area of expertise; he would be mortified, both as an academic and as the corpse in question, to have his big day tainted by any modern infringements upon propriety. ‘There will be no eulogies,’ he sneered. ‘Nobody standing up and talking about me. No ghastly child reading a poem and bursting into tears. No member of the laity reading any of the lessons. I think it’s tish. Rubbish. It’s got nothing to do with the English funeral. Their role is to sit in the pew and watch it taking place.’


The coffin, with eight bearers, will be preceded into the church by his heraldic arms. One of the undertaker’s men will carry the crest on a pole, and the other will carry the tabard. The crest is a black helmet made by the Royal Armouries, sitting atop which is a wooden model of a black cat with its right paw resting on a skull. These are kept in readiness high on a roof beam above Dr Litten’s dining room table. He pointed up at them as we spoke.


During the service there will be hymns, a psalm and – he is certain – tears. Afterwards, his coffin will be loaded into a glass-sided Rolls-Royce Phantom VI and whizzed straight down the M11 to London, where he will be interred in a brick vault twelve feet beneath the surface of the cemetery he loves. One might consider it a kind of homecoming. The mourners are to remain in King’s Lynn, at the Guildhall, enjoying canapés and champagne – ‘and saying what a prat I was, and what a waste of money, ha ha ha!’


He intends to be buried alongside his partner, Father Anthony Couchman. The grave, at nine feet by four, will accommodate them comfortably. As to which will lie there first, Dr Litten has a clear preference: ‘I hope I die before he does.’


Why?


‘Couldn’t imagine a life without him.’


Their headstone – of Broughton Moor green slate – has already been made and carved and set in place. It includes Dr Litten’s coat of arms and his motto, ‘Through Death to Life’. Patiently, it awaits the men to match the names.


All of this preparation and foresight is admirable, indeed remarkable. But what if it goes wrong? Not to tempt fate, but what if, say, Dr Litten is blown up while flying across the Atlantic? All his planning will have been for naught.


‘Couldn’t care less,’ he laughed. ‘It will not be my concern. I shall be eating pâté de foie gras to the sound of trumpets.’


Kensal Green – or the General Cemetery of All Souls, Kensal Green, to give it its proper name – was founded in 1833, and was such a success that it entered the wider culture. G. K. Chesterton, in his well-loved poem of 1913 ‘The Rolling English Road’, saw it as a final staging post on the way to the afterlife, writing that ‘there is good news yet to hear and fine things to be seen / Before we go to Paradise by way of Kensal Green’.


For my part, when I visited Kensal Green I went by way of the Harrow Road. Iranian grocers, Polish tyre dealers, Portuguese delis, a Galacian social club, Turkish barbers, a Brazilian hair salon, an old-fashioned caff offering a ‘builder’s breakfast’, the ethnic origins of both the breakfast and the builders left unspecified – it felt like a very London angle of approach to one of London’s great cemeteries. Entering through the West Gate, I noticed lots of new-ish stones carved with Greek and Italian names. A Manchester United flag flew upon one grave. A funeral was underway, the mourners film-noir sharp in dark suits and sunglasses.


I took the path east towards the Anglican Chapel. It looks like a Greek temple. This must once have been beautiful and very grand, but now had an air of neglect, a feeling that, unfortunately, was general in the older part of the cemetery. Someone had laid an orange rose on the stone breast of Georgina Clementson – a young woman whose effigy, sculpted by her father, lies atop her 1868 tomb in one of the loggias of the chapel. The flower felt like a kindness. It lent her a certain innocence which even the pigeon shit spattering her memorial could not befoul.


Kensal Green was intended from the start as London’s answer to Paris’s Père Lachaise. It is the only one of the Magnificent Seven cemeteries to remain within private ownership. Its reputation as what Julian Litten calls ‘the Belgravia of Death’ was established in 1843 when the Duke of Sussex, sixth son of George III, was laid to rest here, starting a fashion among high society. His tomb is remarkable – a brutal granite slab. If death could be rendered in stone, it would surely look more like this great blank weight, almost ostentatiously unadorned, if such a thing were possible, than any of the fussy angels and skulls so common on gravestones. One of the Duke’s sisters, Princess Sophia, is buried nearby – her lofty marble sarcophagus, bristling with brambles, would afford anyone climbing to pick them a splendid view of the gasometer.


[image: Illustration]


Where royalty led, the establishment followed: viscounts and vice-admirals, masters and commanders. Kensal Green became a prestigious place to be buried, a signifier of status. ‘It is England’s Valhalla,’ Dr Litten had said. ‘The magic of the place is who is buried there. Why did they not choose their local country churchyard? Why did they decide not to stay in India? Why did they want to have their remains brought back from Bombay? Because Kensal Green was the place for the gentry to be buried. And on the last trump they would all stand up, probably knowing one another, and there would be quite a welcome.


‘They wished to continue their elitism in death and that is what Kensal Green was able to offer. You could buy a plot of any size you desired, of any depth you desired, and you could put up any monument you desired. That would not have been possible in the London churchyards. So, for a premium, you could get yourself a very nice space with something that the Anglican church could not offer: burial space in perpetuity absolute. And that is what made Kensal Green. It attracted the gentlemen and the nobility of the time. It was considered to be their cemetery. It was open to all comers . . . provided your purse was deep enough.’


The list of famous names is remarkable. You could read your way around its seventy-two acres (Wilkie Collins, Anthony Trollope, William Makepeace Thackeray) or curate your own science and engineering tour (Charles Babbage, Isambard Kingdom Brunel). Extraordinary to think that Vanity Fair, the Great Western Railway and the personal computer all began as visions within brains within skulls within this soil.


Seeking out the graves of such giants is one way to see Kensal Green. Better, though, I think, to put one’s faith in serendipity. While examining a photogenic mausoleum with a cape of ivy and caved-in roof, I noticed next to it an unusual headstone – a bust of a man in a suit jacket, waistcoat, high-collared shirt and tie, his face a mossy green. The grave of Emidio Recchioni.


He was an Italian anarchist whose politics led to a number of spells in prison. In 1899, he left Italy for London, where he opened a delicatessen, King Bomba, at 37 Old Compton Street. This became a meeting place for other exiled activists, but it also introduced new sensations to British taste: pasta, Parmesan, salami, wine in straw-covered bottles. If you were anti-fascist, but pro-fiaschi, then King Bomba was the place for you. It was certainly the place for George Orwell, Emma Goldman and Sylvia Pankhurst, who are among those said to have hung out there. In 1932, the Daily Telegraph named Recchioni as a conspirator in the failed assassination of Mussolini; he sued the paper for libel. Two years later, he died during an operation on his vocal cords. ‘Only a handful of earth and ashes,’ his epitaph reads, ‘but impregnated with the spirit of a man who lived, suffered, and deserved well of mankind.’


There are more than 250,000 people buried in Kensal Green, and there is a strong sense, in certain parts of the cemetery, of different eras, different sorts of lives rubbing up against one another. The democracy of death.


Crouching to examine some wonderful carved griffins holding up a Victorian tomb, I chanced upon the black slab of a sixteen-year-old schoolboy – Byron Upton – who died in 1982, killed by a train. He had taken magic mushrooms and lain down on the track at Pimlico station. He was ‘reunited’ with his mother, Ann, the gravestone explains, on her death in 2017. There is a lovely picture of the two of them together, by David Hockney – one of his Polaroid composites, made just a few months before the boy’s death. Another of Hockney’s subjects, the fashion designer Ossie Clark, attended Byron’s funeral (‘Reggae music and prayers,’ he wrote in his diary. ‘I threw earth on the coffin and walked away crying’) and was, in turn, laid to rest here following his own death in 1996. He had been killed by a young Italian man with Caravaggio looks and Dionysian tastes. Clark was stabbed thirty-seven times. His former lover, in a psychotic episode thought to have been brought on by drugs, had taken him for the devil.
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