
1 
 

         
   

                                             
                            
                 KENSAL GREEN CEMETERY:  
        in search of famous Geologists and Engineers 
 
 

Description created for Geologists’ Association Sunday 7 November 2021 
 
Guided by John Henry of HOGG & Diana Clements of London Geodiversity Partnership 
with some details of the descriptions of the chosen heroes taken from publications by Eric 
Robinson and Henry Vivian-Neal of the Friends of Kensal Green Cemetery. 
 
2020 was the 200th anniversary of the Geological Society’s first geological map of England & 
Wales, and part of Scotland, masterminded by George Bellas Greenough, and rivalling William 
Smith’s earlier 2015 map. His tombstone is in Kensal Green Cemetery but the 2020 trip had to be 
postponed until 2021. The graves of John Rennie and Karl Konig provide links to William Smith’s 
life. The graves of the first President of the BGS, Henry De la Beche, and the engineers, Marc and 
Isambard Kingdom Brunel will be included in the route. 
 
 

          
 

       George Bellas Greenough    The Geological Map of 1820 
 
Numbers in brackets refer to the squares on the Cemetery Map which is supplied 
 
 
Access to the cemetery: via the vehicular gate at the west end [TQ 229 827] or through 
the ‘Main Gate’ [TQ 237 825] near the east end, both off the south side of Harrow Road 
which is served by both the 18 and 52 buses. Kensal Green Station (Euston-Watford 
mainline and Bakerloo Line Underground) is almost equidistant between the 2 entrances. 
Closing time of the Cemetery is 6 pm on a Sunday during summer time 
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START POINT: in front of the portico on the east side of the central Anglican Chapel 
facing down the Central Avenue of Kensal Green Cemetery (114) [TQ 231 825]  
 

Note: If access is from the west, take 
the left hand road named Oxford 
Avenue on the east side (square 182) 
as far as the junction with West Central 
Avenue (165). Observe how the stone 
on the roof of the tomb on the southwest 
corner of this junction has bent with 
time. 
 
Turn left along West Central Avenue to 
the next junction (152) where the road 
slopes down to the canal, within a dip. 
This is the former route of the lost river 
of Counter’s Creek. In the other 
direction it came from the West Gate 
(see note at the end for further details). 

Continue along West Central Avenue for the start point on the far side (east side) of the Anglican 
Chapel.  
 
Note: On the south side of the West Central Avenue towards 
the Anglican Chapel, after the bend, is the rather magnificent 
tomb of  Blondin, the tight rope walker (140). This tomb is an 
oblique reference to geology as the origin of the name of the 
ropes used specifically in the large hole in the ground which is 
Rubislaw quarry in Aberdeen – appropriate, as many of the 
granites come from that area, if not that hole.  
 

 
 
START POINT:  
 
 

 
  
From the Anglican Chapel walk straight ahead down the Central Avenue to find graves of 
a map publisher on the right-hand side (south, 2nd row from path) and two 
palaeontologists on the left-hand (north) side before crossing Junction Avenue (88).  
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Stop 1 James Wyld, the Elder 1790 – 1836, cartographer and map maker (101)  
Wyld married the daughter of his employer, William Faden (1749-1836), who was the 
Geographer Royal. Wyld took on the title when he succeeded to the business on Faden’s 
retirement. It is worth pointing out his grave as his 1833 map of Kensal Green Cemetery 
is reproduced in the epilogue to these notes with information on the Counter’s Creek that 
has two tributaries that run through the cemetery. Although Wyld was an original and 
successful map maker and publisher in his own right, this particular London topographic 
map of 1833 is a rebranded edition of Faden’s 1810 1st edition and 1824 2nd map of the 
same name and is reproduced in his large scale A New Topographical Map of the 
Country in the Vicinity of London at one inch to a half mile. It shows this area before the 
construction of the cemetery.  We have selected his son’s grave James Wyld Jr. as stop 
11 near the end of the visit. 
 

 
Gravestone: Single large flag of fine grained brown sandstone Classic ‘Yorkstone’. In the middle 
image the stick points to the inscription. Wyld the Elder was part of the early intake (718th) of 
Kensal Green Cemetery which opened in 1833. 
 
Stop 2 George Busk FRS 1807 – 1886, zoologist and palaeontologist (101) 
Originally a Naval surgeon, in 1855 he retired from service and settled in London, where 
he devoted himself mainly to the study of zoology and palaeontology. As early as 1842 
he had assisted in editing the Microscopical Journal; and later he edited the Quarterly 
Journal of Microscopical Science (1853-1868) and the Natural History Review (1861-
1865). From 1856 to 1859 he was Hunterian professor of comparative anatomy and 
physiology in the Royal College of Surgeons, and he became president of the college in 
1871. He was a leading authority on bryozoans. 
He was elected Fellow of the Royal Society in 1850, and was an active member of the 
Linnean Society of London, the Geological Society of London and other societies, 
and president of the Anthropological Institute (1873-1874); he received the Royal 
Society's Royal Medal and the Geological Society's Wollaston and Lyell medals.  
 

     
Gravestone: grey Rubislaw granite, pink Peterhead granite kerbing, base of Cragleith Sandstone.  
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Stop 3 Hugh Falconer FRS 1808 – 1856, palaeontologist (88) 
Falconer was a Scottish palaeontologist, geologist and botanist. He was the Foreign 
Secretary of the Society. Falconer was Superintendent of the botanic garden at 
Saharanpur, India from 1832-1842 during which time he became noted for his study of 
fossil mammals in the Siwalik Hills. Perhaps most notably, Falconer observed long 
periods of evolutionary stasis in these mammals with short periods of rapid evolutionary 
change throughout geological time. This research shows great foresight; Niles Eldredge 
and Stephen Jay Gould developed the same basic theory a century later, a theory known 
as punctuated equilibrium. Ill health forced Falconer to leave India and he subsequently 
travelled extensively throughout Europe making geological observations.  
 

      
Gravestone: grey granite, colour obscured by algae owing to its position under a tree on the 
corner 
 
Continue along Central Avenue, crossing Junction Avenue (88), and turn right in square 
76 and walk backwards around the grass circle for approx. 27m. Murray’s grave is 
situated within square 75 and is a little difficult to find. Look for a polished black 
gravestone to Elaine Howson on the right-hand side (75) and make your way through the 
graves to the centre. Murray’s gravestone is on the right, surmounted by a cross. 
 
Note: The mausoleum in Portland Stone to Sir George Birkbeck 
1776- 1841 is on the left hand side of Central Avenue, just after the 
junction (76)  
Birkbeck was a British physician, academic, philanthropist, pioneer 
in adult education and a professor of natural philosophy at the 
Andersonian Institute, now the University of Strathclyde. He is the 
founder of Birkbeck, University of London and was head of the 
Chemical Society. He is one of the creators of the earliest chemistry 
laboratory for undergraduates at University College London. 
 
 

Stop 4 John Murray 1778-1834, publisher (75) 

 

              
Gravestone: grey Aberdeen Granite cross on matching pedestal 
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Second generation, of seven, of the publishing dynasty. John Murray II, supported the 
sciences and was publisher for Charles Lyell, William Buckland and John Phillips 
(William Smith’s nephew). His son, John Murray III, published Charles Darwin and 
Roderick Murchison. 
 
Return to the circular grass path and turn right, continuing round the circle for about 20 m 
until you reach the impressive Urn that is the tomb of John Loudon. 
 
Stop 5. John Claudius Loudon (74) 
Landscape gardener and early advocate landscaped cemeteries and designer of the first 
public park, in Derby. He designed and patented, in 1818, the wrought iron bar that 
enabled the construction of curvilinear glass houses. The one at Grove House built in 
1823 for George Bellas Greenough survives.  

     
Gravestone: Portland Stone pedestal with grey Aberdeen granite urn. Gr.II listed. Note the 
gasometers in the distance; now removed. 
 
Retrace your steps to the Central Avenue and continue east past the road that doubles 
back to the right, named South Branch Avenue, until the next grass turning. Greenough’s 
tomb is on the right hand side close to the path. 
 
Note several interesting tombs en route:  

1. The handsome multi-stone pinnacle, on the left-hand side (65), to 
Frederick Albert Winsor 1763-1830 who was the inventor of public gas 
lighting, first installed in 1807 in Pall Mall and subsequently in several 
localities in Paris.  Weathered script includes quotes from Zachariah 14:7, 
‘at evening time, it shall be light’, and John 12:46, ‘I am come, a light into 
the world’. He was among the founders of the London & Westminster Gas 
Light & Coke Company. His monument is appropriate, topped by a flame 
carved in green serpentenite. The monument is very striking in the use of 
a number of different stones with oolitic limestone beneath the flame with 
text that is now almost impossible to read. Triassic red sandstone is used 
to great effect with lower panels in Portland limestone, again with eroded 
text. Buff sandstone, and Carrara marble are also included. Ironically, the 
proximity of the gas works across the canal from the cemetery greatly 
contributed to the destruction of the tombstones, particularly of limestones 
and marbles. He is buried in Père-Lachaise cemetery, Paris under an 
identical monument. His son is buried in Kensal Green.   

 
2. The tomb to William Mulready 1786-1863 is unusual as it is 
constructed of artificial stone. It has retained its sharpness of details 
remarkably well as a result. The tomb was designed by Godfrey Sykes 
and built by John Pulham and Son of ‘Pulhamite’ fame. Round the 
base are incised miniature representations of some of Mulready's 
popular paintings. Note this image is taken from the north side. From 
the south side, the tomb (56) is slightly obscured from Central Avenue 
by another gravestone in front of it. 
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 3. The monument to Charles Spencer Ricketts 1788-1867 on the right-hand 
side at the junction with South Branch Avenue (48) is interesting for its use of 
many different stone-types. It was designed by Architect William Burgess and 
renovated in 2018 with re-carved gargoyles in Portland Stone to match the 
rest of the cleaned canopy. The central sarcophagus is artificial stone with 
mastic inlays, the external colonnettes are in pink Peterhead granite and the 
smaller colonnettes underneath are described as green serpentenite but it is 
possible they were replaced during the renovation as they are, in 2020, 
distinctly grey. Slabs at either end are in grey granite surrounded by the pink 
Peterhead granite.  
 
 

Find the grass path leading south from Central Avenue in square 42. Greenough’s tomb is a 
pink chest memorial in Peterhead Granite on the right-hand side (41). 
 
Stop 6 George Bellas Greenough 1778-1855, founding father of the Geological 
Society of London and the first chairman (42) 
This memorial to Greeenough is the main focus of our attention, as in 2020 we 
celebrated 200 years since his map was published.  
Greenough was one of the outstanding founding fathers of the Geological Society in 
1807. Originally a student of the Law, but having attended lectures from J.F. Blumenbach 
in Gottingen, Germany he was attracted to studying natural history. He travelled in 
various parts of Europe and the British Isles, and worked at chemistry at the Royal 
Institution. A visit to Ireland aroused deep interest in political questions, and he was in 
1807 elected MP for the borough of Gatton, continuing to hold his seat until 1812, when 
he resigned in protest at the Peterloo massacre. Meanwhile his interest in geology 
increased, he was elected fellow of the Royal Society in 1807, and he was the chief 
founder with 12 others of the Geological Society of London in 1807. He was its first 
chairman and, in 1811, its first president: on two subsequent occasions he served 
as president and did much to promote the advancement of geology.  
In 1820 he published his famous Geological Map of England and Wales, in six sheets 
(dated 1819); of which a second edition was issued in 1840 (dated1839). He rejected the 
accusation that he plagiarised William Smith’s 1815 map. His was compiled from many 
members’ local observations and maps. It was more detailed with shaded topography 
and defined more rock units, especially in the igneous and metamorphic terrains of 
Wales and the North. The map bears his name, as he financed it. Late in life, Greenough 
published a General Sketch of the Physical and Geological Features of India 1855, 
compiled from questionnaires to East India Company and Indian Army surveyors. He 
died in Naples on his way to the Near East. He is buried in the catacombs below the 
Anglican chapel, with this monument as his memorial.  
 

    
Monument: pink Peterhead granite (note typical xenoliths) chest tomb on grey granite plinth both 
from the Aberdeen area. The base is of Craigleith Sandstone.  
 
Continue down the path the white marble grave of the Brunels, father and son, on the 
right-hand side.  
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Stop 7 Marc Isambard (1769-1849) and Isambard Kingdom Brunel 1806-1859, 
engineers (41)  
The Brunels are best known for the creation of the Great Western Railway, a series of 
famous steamships, and numerous important bridges. Though the Brunels’ projects were 
not always successful, they often contained innovative solutions to long-standing 
engineering problems. During his short career, Isambard Kingdom Brunel achieved many 
engineering "firsts", including assisting his father in the building of the first tunnel under a 
navigable river and development of the first propeller-driven ocean-going iron ship, which 
was at the time also the largest ship ever built (SS Great Britain). The Thames Tunnel is 
mentioned on the inscription. The gravestone has been cleaned and renovated within the 
last ten years.  
 

      
Gravestone: White Marble, probably from Carrara in the Italian Alps with surrounds of grey 
granite; Lakeland green slate chippings with a few added purple Welsh ones fill the void. 
 
The next tomb to be visited involves a bit more walking. Return to Central Avenue, turn 
right and take the grass track to the left just after the 2nd tree of the Avenue before the 
big junction at the end. Turn left up the grass track and look for the unpretentious flat 
tomb of Henry De la Beche on the right-hand side, set back from the track in the second 
row, just after the bend (29). 
 
Note: on left-hand side down Central Avenue, the tallest one-piece obelisk in the 
Cemetery, and possibly anywhere. 
 

Joseph Richardson 1790-1855, stonemason and gifted amateur 
musician from Keswick (32) 
Joseph Richardson made experiments in lithophones after noting the 
nearly-musical tones of some of the rock he worked with. He began to 
test the various rocks of the Lake District and collected ones that gave 
a pure, resonant ring, forming them into a sequence. He used the 
hornfels from the Skiddaw Slate at Thornthwaite to create his 
instrument. It took Richardson almost thirteen years to collect and 
shape enough individual notes of hornfels to make an eight-octave 
range. The massive task of assembling this instrument consumed 
Joseph so absolutely that he and his family were reduced to poverty. 

Finally, in 1840, he completed his own lithophone, now known as 'The Richardson Set.’ 
(adapted from Wikipedia) 
Gravestone obelisk: Peterhead Granite  
 
 
 
 
    Joseph Richardson & Sons and the Rock, Bell 
   & Steel Band 
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Stop 8 Henry De la Beche 1796-1855, first Director of the Geological Survey of 
Great Britain (28) 
De la Beche [pronounced Beech] spent his early life living with his mother in the 
West Country where he acquired his love for geology when at school near Keynsham. At 
the age of sixteen he moved to Lyme Regis and in 1817 joined the Geological Society of 
London, continuing throughout his life to be one of its most active, useful and honoured 
members.  
He published numerous memoirs on English and French geology in the Transactions of 
the Geological Society of London. In 1830, De la Beche published Sections and views, 
illustrative of geological phenomena, a series of line drawings to encourage more 
accurate depictions of geological formations, and A Geological Manual.  In 1832, while 
he was Secretary of the Society, he proposed to the Ordnance Survey that he colour the 
new 1” topographic map series geologically. His initial contract for 8 maps covering 
Devon was successful and in 1835 the Geological Office of the Ordnance Survey was 
founded when he extended the mapping into Cornwall, culminating in the Report on the 
Geology of Cornwall, Devon and West Somerset (1839). In addition to founding the 
Geological Survey of Great Britain which separated from the OS in in 1845, he 
founded the Museum of Economic Geology (later the Geological Museum) and the Royal 
School of Mines (later part of Imperial College) and the Mining Record Office.  
The issue that clouds De la Beche’s great achievements is slavery. His father inherited a 
plantation in Jamaica which passed to De la Beche when he came of age, it having been 
held in trust following his father’s death in 1801. It was his mother’s and his sole source 
of income. In his 20s he visited Jamaica, unlike most absentee owners, to see conditions 
for himself. He abhorred slavery and deeply regretted his inheritance but, in the legal 
context of the day, was not able to free his slaves and was unwilling to sell them to a 
worse fate. He favoured gradual elimination of slavery and attempted to ameliorate his 
slaves’ lives by providing allotments and the right to sell their produce; he abolished the 
use of the whip on his estate and he provided a missionary. It was a terrible dilemma – 
economic collapse or continuation – without an easy solution. Foreseeing the day when 
slavery would be abolished, he began to publish prolifically and to develop the concept of 
a national geological survey of the United Kingdom. He produced the first modern 
geology including ‘A Geological Map of [the Eastern] Part of Jamaica, 1827’, 
 

       
Gravestone: simple Cornish granite slab laid flat and difficult to find; hammer dressed (and 
covered with moss and algae). He shares his grave with his illegitimate daughter Rosalie Torre 
De la Beche who was born near Taunton in 1834 and who died aged just 24. Her mother 
is unknown. 
 
Cut through the graves to the North Avenue for Konig (39) on the right-hand side a bit 
further on, adjacent to the road. 
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Stop 9 Charles Konig 1774-1851, Curator of Mineralogy & Geology at the British 
Museum (39) 
Born Carl Dietrich Eberhard König, he anglicised his name when he was appointed as 
assistant to George Shaw at the British Museum in 1806. He was given the task of 
cataloguing the mineral collection. In 1813 he succeeded Shaw as Keeper of the 
Department of Natural History. In 1837, following a House of Commons Select 
Committee report on the British Museum, the Department was divided into three 
branches, with Konig being put in charge of the Mineralogical and Geological branch. He 
was the curator at the BM in 1816-19 when William Smith, with help from his loyal patron 
Sir Joseph Banks, was negotiating the sale of his fossil collection to try to ease his 
financial difficulties. William Smith’s 1815 map was the first geological map of a nation, 
created by his observations of the order of strata, dictated by the fossils contained within 
them. Konig, as a mineralogist, did not understand the importance of Smith’s 
stratigraphically-arranged fossil collection. Initially he was only offered £500 when 
negotiations began in 1816 but the sum of £700 was eventually paid in full with the 
addition of a second set of fossils and a comprehensive catalogue, finally delivered in 
1819. The sum was particularly galling, when it was well known that the BM had paid 
£13,700 in 1809 for the mineral collection, ‘the best in Europe’, of Charles Greville upon 
his death.  Smith’s sale was a protracted process that makes depressing reading and it is 
shameful that the collection was never unpacked or put on display in the British Museum. 
So it only saw the light of day when it was transferred to South Kensington to the new 
Natural History Museum in the 1880s. 
 

             
Gravestone: pink Peterhead granite headstone. 
 
Continue along North Avenue for the duo of pink Peterhead tombstones of the friends 
Broderip & Brown (58), on the left-hand side just beyond a large mausoleum. 
 
Stop 10a William Broderip 1789-1859, one of the founders of the Zoological Society 
of London (50)  
Broderip was a lawyer and naturalist, born in Bristol. After graduating at Oxford he was 
called to the bar in 1817, and for some years was engaged in law-reporting. In 1822 he 
was appointed a metropolitan police magistrate, and filled that office until 1856, first at 
the Thames police court and then at Westminster.  
His leisure was devoted to natural history, and his writings did much to further the study 
of zoology in England. The zoological articles in the Penny Cyclopaedia were written by 
him, and a series of articles contributed to Fraser's Magazine were reprinted in 1848 as 
Zoological Recreations, and were followed in 1852 by Leaves from the Note-book of a 
Naturalist. Broderip worked with Buckland on the early mammals found in the Stonesfield 
Slate in Oxfordshire. He was one of the founders of the Zoological Society of London, 
and a large collection of shells which he formed was ultimately bought by the British 
Museum and transferred to the Natural History Museum in 1880.  
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Gravestone: The left-hand grave of the duo, re-erected by the Friends of Kensal Green, sponsors 
included the Geological Society of London. Both are constructed in matching pink Peterhead 
Granite based on a large slab of Craigleith Sandstone.  
 
Stop 10b Robert Brown, 1773-1858, President of the Linnean Society (adjacent in 
50) 
Brown was a botanist and the naturalist aboard the Flinders’ expedition to Australia in 
1801-05. He was Keeper of the Botanical Collections at the British Museum and 
President of the Linnean Society 1849-53. In 1827 he discovered Brownian Motion (the 
constant erratic movement of tiny particles suspended in a liquid or a gas). On his 
tombstone his friend and patron, Sir Joseph Banks is acknowledged. William Smith’s 
great map is dedicated to Banks. 
 

      
 
Continue along North Avenue for Wyld Jr’s tomb, a tilted grey granite celtic cross on the 
left midway between the pine tree and shrub at the apex of the next turning (68), left, still 
on North Avenue. 
 
Stop 11 James Wyld Jr. 1812-1887, cartographer who published Murchison’s map 
(68) 
Son of the James Wyld met near the beginning of this trail, Wyld Junior was a 
geographer and cartographer. He created and published Murchison’s Geological map of 
England and Wales in 1843 for the Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge. 
 

              
Gravestone: Grey granite Celtic cross, tilted 
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Continue along North Avenue, past the main road south (Junction Avenue, square 92) 
and take the next turning to the left which leads back to the Anglican Chapel (106). 
Shortly afterwards take the first grass turning to the left (105), followed soon by a grass 
turning to the right towards the Anglican Chapel (104). Blake’s tombstone is very 
distinctive as it is in the form of a Lighthouse in Larvikite, on the right-hand side half way 
down (116). 
 
Stop 12 Reverend Frederick Blake 1839 – 1906, President of the Geologists’ 
Association and author of ‘Precambrian’ and some Jurassic Stages (116)  
Blake had dual role as the first curator of the Natural History Museum in Nottingham and 
Professor of Natural Sciences at University College (Nottingham). He was the author of 
Precambrian and several Jurassic stages including the Bolonian Stage. He was the 
President of the Geologists’ Association 1891-1893 and during this time continued to 
publish in the Proceeedings of the Geologists’ Association and elsewhere. His 
Presidential Address in 1893 was on The Classification of Ammonites but as well as 
fossils and Mesozoic stratigraphy he wrote extensively on the Precambrian of Northwest 
Scotland and Anglesey. He was awarded both the Lyell and Murchison Awards of the 
Geological Society, the latter 'in recognition of his original researches, chiefly in 
Palaeontology and Stratigraphical Geology’. Two species were named in his honour, the 
ammonite Asteroceras blakei Spath 1925 and the brachiopod Aulacothyris blakei 
Davidson 1878, both from the Jurassic Lias. 
 

         
Gravestone: Interesting lighthouse memorial in Larvikite with glass crystal for the light, replicating 
the Eddystone lighthouse on a ‘rock’ of Carrara Marble with Carrara sides but corners of 
Larvikite. It is Grade II listed by Historic England. 
 
Continue down the grass path to finish back at the Anglican Chapel  
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Counter’s Creek An add-on extra for those leaving by the West Gate  
 
Head westwards on West Central Avenue at the back of the Anglican Chapel. At the 
junction with Cambridge Avenue (152), look south to the dip that is the former route of 
the Counter’s Creek. To the north it leads to the West Gate as shown by the dotted line 
in the BGS map of 1920s. A second tributary of Counter’s Creek is shown leading from 
the East Gate. Wellington Road leading North on the other side of Harrow Road is quite 
wiggly and probably the source of both branches lay further north than indicated, maybe 
at the junction of the Claygate Beds and London Clay.  
 

 
 
More on Counter’s Creek  
Wyld’s map of 1833 shows tributaries of the lost river of Counter’s Creek crossing the 
cemetery in two places, coming together further south on its journey due south to its 
confluence with the Thames at Chelsea Creek. On its way it passes by the western edge 
of West Brompton Cemetery and further south still it was canalised. This is now the route 
of the railway. It is difficult to see where the original springs might have been for these 
tributaries. Further east the springs feeding the lost rivers of the Westbourne, Tyburn and  
Fleet rise at the junction of either the Bagshot sands with the Claygate Beds on top of 
Hampstead Heath or slightly further down the slop at the junction of the Claygate beds 
with the London Clay. A similar junction can be found in this neighbourhood at Willesden 
Green and it is tempting to think that might be the origin of the west tributary which enters 
the cemetery at the present West Gate although no maps show it north of that. The 
Claygate beds represent a near shore environment of the receding London Clay sea with 
alternating clays, silts and sand layers. It is therefore ideal for making bricks and The 
Grange Brick and Tile Works at nearby Willesden Green utilised the clay for this purpose 
(SGI 4 in London Geodiversity Partnership citations, see refs).  
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Wyld 1833           Counter’s Creek             
original scale 1”= 0.5 miles 
 
The east tributary enters the cemetery, appropriately enough, at the East Gate and is 
labelled ‘Counter’s Creek Sewer’ on the 1865 OS map. 
The west tributary marks the boundary between the London Boroughs of Ealing and 
Kensington & Chelsea; boundaries are often clues to the whereabouts of Lost Rivers. 
 
Notes on the geology 
Kensal Green Cemetery is entirely underlain by the c. 50 million year-old London Clay. At 
depth this is often termed ‘blue clay’ but when exposed the atmosphere the iron within it 
becomes oxidised and it turns into the more familiar rusty colour seen in temporary 
excavations. The base of most grave diggings should reach down to the blue clay and in 
theory the impermeability of this stratum should make it an ideal medium for a cemetery. 
However, the Cemetery authorities have had problems with drainage, particularly close 
to the canal at the base of the gentle slope of the land. An additional problem near the 
surface is that when the clay is wet it is able to take in water and swells but in hot 
weather the clay dries out, the water evaporates and the clay shrinks. This has a very 
bad effect on the gravestones. 
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