W Durham
University

AR

Durham E-Theses

“Giving something back”: A case study of woodland
burial and human experience at Barton Glebe.

RUMBLE, HANNAH,JANE

How to cite:

RUMBLE, HANNAH,JANE (2010) “Giving something back”: A case study of woodland burial and
human experience at Barton Glebe., Durham theses, Durham University. Available at Durham
E-Theses Ounline: http://etheses.dur.ac.uk/679/

Use policy

The full-text may be used and/or reproduced, and given to third parties in any format or medium, without prior permission or
charge, for personal research or study, educational, or not-for-profit purposes provided that:

e a full bibliographic reference is made to the original source
e a link is made to the metadata record in Durham E-Theses
e the full-text is not changed in any way

The full-text must not be sold in any format or medium without the formal permission of the copyright holders.

Please consult the full Durham E-Theses policy for further details.

Academic Support Office, The Palatine Centre, Durham University, Stockton Road, Durham, DH1 3LE
e-mail: e-theses.admin@durham.ac.uk Tel: +44 0191 334 6107
http://etheses.dur.ac.uk


http://www.dur.ac.uk
http://etheses.dur.ac.uk/679/
 http://etheses.dur.ac.uk/679/ 
http://etheses.dur.ac.uk/policies/
http://etheses.dur.ac.uk

“Giving something back”: A case study of woodland burial

and human experience at Barton Glebe.

Hannah Jane Rumble
PhD
University of Durham
Department of Theology and Religion
2010



Abstract of Thesis

“Giving something back™: A case study of woodland burial and human experience at
Barton Glebe.

Hannah J. Rumble

This thesis engages with the recent innovation in British funerary rites known as
‘natural’ burial through an interview-based case study of one particular site, Barton
Glebe, which offers ‘woodland’ burial. Through ethnographic description and socio-
cultural analysis the values, concepts and behaviours aligned with natural burial are
approached from the perspective of the bereaved, pre-registered users, site providers

and those in the funeral industry.

The thesis begins by providing an overview of natural burial in Britain (Chapter 1), in
which historical and cultural continuities between contemporary British natural burial
provision and prior disposal practices are compared (Chapter 3). Chapter 4 provides a
historical account of Barton Glebe’s first ten years of burial provision. Chapter 5
shows how Barton Glebe is not only a physical landscape but also an emotional
landscape, in which emotions and memory are socio-spatially articulated through
‘nature’. Chapter 6 identifies the range of values invested in Barton Glebe and argues
that the policing of graves and enforcement of rules and regulations by ground staff
are reactions to a conflict of values, most often between site management and the
bereaved. Whilst not unique to natural burial, this conflict is particularly striking in a
burial ground in which little or no memorialisation should take place. Subsequently,
Chapter 7 argues that the dead are not necessarily given sovereign status, a feature
that distinguishes Barton Glebe from other places of burial. It is the ‘natural’ world
that becomes a feature at Barton Glebe and, I argue, can create a therapeutic
landscape for the bereaved. Chapter 8 concludes by arguing that the motives to give
something back and to return to nature allow those who pre-register to affirm their
core values and imagine continuity of identity beyond death (by becoming a part of
‘nature’), whilst the desire to be of use grants personal salvation for some pre-

registered users.
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Chapter 1

Researching ’Natural’ Burial in the UK

This thesis concerns a relatively new arrival amongst British funerary rites,
generically called natural burial, also known as ‘woodland’, ‘green’ or ‘eco’ burial.
By utilising an interview-based case study of a woodland burial ground near
Cambridge called Barton Glebe, this thesis documents the values and practices that
constitute this newest burial option in contemporary Britain. Natural burial ideally
requires no embalming of the corpse,’ which should be placed in a shroud or
biodegradable coffin;2 a native tree or shrub is then, but not always, planted on or
close to the grave in place of a stone memorial. Many natural burial sites will allow
some degree of grave memorialisation but, in keeping with the concept and landscape,
memorials should be, again ideally, biodegradable, such as wooden plaques and
flower bouquets without Cellophane wrapping. Often natural burial sites are managed
to encourage native flora and fauna. Some natural burial grounds have invested in the
latest RFID (Radio Frequency Identification) microchips which, when placed in
individual graves, allow graves to be located with the deceased’s bio-data in the
absence of a stone memorial.” Whilst natural burial sites are the result of a broad
concept in burial provision, the actual management, landscape and ownership of these

sites vary enormously (Clayden et al. 2010, West 2010).

! Since the embalming chemicals are regarded as environmentally hazardous.

% These come in a variety of materials: cardboard, bamboo, seagrass, willow, wool, jute or sustainable
sourced pine for example. See Cowling’s extensive list of current coffin and shroud options in Britain
(2010:164-169).

? Cf. ASSETtrac’s ‘Epitrace’ for example, which is supplied to the Arbory Trust (the case study) for
grave identification purposes, http://www.assettrac.co.uk/epitrace.htm [Retrieved 25/06/10] and see
Long Term Identification of Graves in Natural Burial Grounds PowerPoint presentation prepared by
ASSETtrac Ltd available from: www.assettrac.co.uk/downloads/Epitrace.ppt [Retrieved 02/08/10]

* See also Clayden et al. (2010), Cowling (2010) and West (2010) for an overview and definition of
natural burial.



Natural Burial’s Distribution and Demand

In 2009, the annual percentage of cremations in Britain represented 73.33 per cent of
all deaths that occurred in that yealr.5 This suggests that the remaining 26.67 per cent
of deaths were disposed of through earth burial;® however, it is not known what
proportion of these burials represent the newly emergent practice of ‘natural’ burial.”
In 2010, 207 natural burial sites are in operation across the United Kingdom (UK) and
a further 35 are at the planning or proposal stage;8 a significant development since
Britain’s first woodland burial ground only opened in 1993 under Ken West at

Carlisle cemetery.

> 413,431 of the 563,785 reported deaths. Taken from statistics compiled and published by the
Cremation Society of Great Britain. Their statistic for the annual number of deaths is sourced from the
Office for National Statistics. See
http://www.srgw.demon.co.uk/CremSoc4/Stats/National/2009/StatsNat.html [Retrieved 06/09/10].

® Very few are ‘buried’ at sea, which can only legally take place off the Needles, Isle of Wight and
between Hastings and Newhaven on the South Coast. For further information see
http://www.mceu.gov.uk/mceu_local/fepa/Burial-guide.pdf [Retrieved 02/08/10].

7 Greenfuse Contemporary Funeral Directors in Totnes, Devon, recorded that as of June 2010 the last
60 funerals they conducted showed: for a deceased 70 years old or younger, 42 per cent had a
woodland burial (compared with 35 per cent cremated, 16 per cent buried in a municipal cemetery or
churchyard and 6 per cent buried on private land); for those aged over 70 only 24 per cent had a
woodland burial with the majority of this age group being cremated (69 per cent). 90 per cent of
funerals for those 70 years or younger involved an eco-coffin; if the deceased was over 70 years old
this figure remained high with 68 per cent of funerals involving an eco-coffin. These statistics cannot
be used as a national average but they are surprisingly high compared to natural burial statistics given
by celebrants and funeral directors working in Cambridge. Perhaps this is because Greenfuse
specialises in green and/or alternative funerals, so those people who use their services are already
attracted to a natural burial and/or eco-coffin. These figures were quoted in an unpublished paper by
Jane Morrell and Simon Smith of Greenfuse When I'm 64 — the babyboomer funerals. Is this the future
of English funerals? presented at the CDAS / University of Bath Conference ‘A Good Send Off: Local,
Regional and National Variations in how the British dispose of their dead’ at the Bath Royal Literary
and Scientific Institute, 16/06/10. For further information on Greenfuse see: www.greenfuse.co.uk
[Retrieved 29/06/1].

As a comparison some of those funeral professionals I interviewed in Cambridge were able to offer
figures for the number of natural burials they had conducted on an annual basis. One funeral director
reported he had done 378 funerals in 2008 of which only 10 were whole body natural burials (2.65 per
cent) and 90 per cent of these were at Barton Glebe. A civil celebrant claimed that over a year, only 16
of the 520 funerals conducted were natural burials (3.07 per cent); another said only two of her 123
funerals that year were natural burials (1.62 per cent). The most comprehensive statistics were offered
by a humanist celebrant who quoted the number of natural burials per annum over four years as:

2005 - 5/200 funerals (2.5 per cent)

2006 — 3/200 (1.5 per cent)

2007 — 4/200 (2.0 per cent)

2008 — 3/200 (1.5 per cent)

Natural burial therefore roughly constitutes 2 per cent of this humanist celebrant’s annual funerals.

¥ Disclosed in personal correspondence with A. Clayden dated 02/08/10. Cf. Clayden, A. Hockey, J.
and Green, T. Back to Nature? The cultural, social and emotional implications of natural burial. ESRC
funded research project. http://www.naturalburialresearchproject.group.shef.ac.uk/conference.html
[Retrieved 29/06/10]



Rapid proliferation of natural burial sites can partly be attributed to the effects of: a)
the Environmental Protection Act in 1990 (West 2005:172), which meant crematoria
were accountable to Local Authority Air Pollution Control (LAAPC) and had to
address air-borne emissions such as mercury by seeking to achieve the Department for
Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA’s) target of 50 per cent abatement by
31% December 2012,° which subsequently directed public attention towards cremation
as a source of air-borne pollution, b) the relative lack of planning restrictions and
legislation for private natural burial grounds (West 2010:45-46), c) the reduction in
maintenance costs contrary to routine, intensive maintenance demanded by
conventional cemeteries (West 2010), and d) public awareness-raising and advocacy
by the Natural Death Centre (Clayden et al. 2010b:120)." The NDC launched the
Association of Natural Burial Grounds in 1994 “in an attempt to ensure that every
locality should have its own natural burial ground, where a tree is planted instead of
having a headstone” (Weinrich & Speyer 2003:7). There is a perception, partly
fostered by the NDC, that natural burial is cheaper, more environmentally friendly
and caters for bereaved families who desire greater involvement in funeral planning,
including body preparation and transportation (Whitten 2006:138). The NDC
certainly advocates change in British funerals and death care at a time when, it is
argued, funeral professionals separate the living from their dead (Whitten 2006:143).
Meanwhile, the Ministry of Justice (MoJ) assert that natural burial “has broad appeal
as an alternative to a conventional cemetery” (2009:2). Whatever the truth of these
claims made by the NDC, the Mol (2009) and Whitten (2006), what is significant is
that they are being made in the first place and, the fact that they exist in the public
domain, means they can potentially influence people’s choices and decision-making

in funeral planning.

? See Morrow (2005:343) and Crematoria Abatement of Mercury Emissions Organisation
http://www.srgw.demon.co.uk/CremSoc/Constitution/AnnualReports/Rep08-09.html [Retrieved
23/06/10]. For further details on environmental discourse and cremation see Jupp (2006:172-176).

' The Natural Death Centre (NDC) is an educational charity which sees death as a natural part of life.
Founded in 1991 by psychotherapists, Nicholas Albery, Josefine Speyer and Christianne Heal, it is
committed to supporting cultural change and working towards empowering people in the process of
dying and organising funerals. The NDC published the Natural Death Handbook, now in its fifth
edition, which has been instrumental for general public access to information on organising a funeral,
particularly natural burials. See The Natural Death Centre
http://www.naturaldeath.org.uk/index.php?page=home [Retrieved 24/06/10]



Of the 207 existing natural burial sites, most are located in England rather than
Scotland or Wales according to the distribution map below, which was produced by
researchers at the University of Sheffield'' conducting survey research on natural
burial provision.12 A further 24 sites are, currently, in planning with another 11 sites

having been proposed across Britain."

Location of Existing and Proposed/Planned Sites

Proposed_Sites
Status
@ Planned
A Proposed
@  Existing Matural Burial Sites

Figure 1: Distribution of natural burial sites in the UK

Source: Reproduced with permission from Clayden, A. Hockey, J. and Green, T. Back to Nature? The
cultural, social and emotional implications of natural burial. ESRC funded research project.

""" Available to view online at http://www.naturalburialresearchproject.group.shef.ac.uk/sites.html
[Retrieved 23/06/10]

"2 The project conducted between the Department of Landscape and the Department of Sociological
Studies involved 20 natural burial site visits and interviews with respective owners or managers as well
as longitudinal ethnographic work in four sites in England and Wales. The theoretical objectives of the
project seek to address “whether natural burial is a refusal of modernist, professionalized death; part of
a resurgence of romanticism; a chance to help save the planet (and claim ecological immortality); or an
opportunity to assert one’s identity that more conventional disposal options are not offering.”
(Unpublished conference paper entitled Natural Burial: Its local interpretations and implications for a
‘good send-off’ presented at ‘A Good Send Off: Local, Regional & National Variations in how the
British Dispose of their Dead’ at the Bath Royal Literary and Scientific Institute in conjunction with
the University of Bath and the Centre for Death and Society, 19/06/10).

" Cited in personal correspondence with A. Clayden dated 02/08/10. The NDC (Newsletter, Autumn
2010) has just announced that Ireland’s first natural burial ground, located near Killane in County
Wexford has received planning permission and will officially open in October 2010. See
www.greencoffinsireland.com [Retrieved 21/09/10]. A second Irish natural burial ground is also about
to open.



Research Rationale and Contribution

Despite the paucity of figures regarding natural burial, what is certain is that just as
“England became the first Western society to adopt cremation so extensively” (Jupp
1993:167), so too with natural burial (Green 2008). However, the very recent
availability of natural burial is set within the context of a major behavioural change in
British death rites within the last century. Between the 1880s and 1960s there was a
historic shift from a preference for burial to cremation.'* This shift nurtured the
innovation of privatised rites associated with cremated remains from the 1970s and
facilitated the opportunity for scattering or interring ashes in places of personal
significance, in addition to cemeteries, churchyards, burial grounds and gardens of
remembrance "’ (Davies 1992, Davies and Guest 1999, Grainger 2005a, 2005b,
Hockey et al. 2006). Now, an innovation is occurring in burial provision with the
emergence of ‘natural’ burial. According to market research by Mintel (2007),'° 64
per cent of those over 557 “like the idea of a green funeral or being buried in a
woodland or meadow” (cited in the NDC newsletter Spring 2010:8). However,

despite expressed public interest:

It remains to be seen just how widespread this form of coping with human
remains will become in replacing either cremation or traditional forms of
burial but, certainly, it presents a major change in belief and practice as
far as the history of death is concerned. (Davies 2005a:88)

' For effects influencing this change see Jupp (2006).
' See Glossary for historic and/or linguistic definitions of these places for human remains in Britain.

% See report details at http://academic.mintel.com/sinatra/oxygen/display/id=219305 [Retrieved
23/06/10]. James Leedham of Native Woodland Ltd also cites the Mintel (2007) report in a
presentation to the European Conference of Selected Independent Funeral Homes (SIFH 2010), in
which he claims 63 per cent of British people “like the idea of an eco-coffin, usually made of wicker or
cardboard” (cited from an unpublished PowerPoint presentation ‘Green with Envy’ attached to
personal, email correspondence, 06/07/10). In the same presentation, Leedham also claims that 60 per
cent of burials in natural burial grounds are “pre-sales”. He encourages funeral directors to harness the
growing ‘green’ market in funerals by offering natural burial in pre-paid funeral plans. Though these
statistics are from an unknown source so they could not be verified, they are nonetheless interesting
claims. The presentation can now be viewed at:
http://www.nativewoodland.eu/index.php?mact=News,cntnt01,detail,0&cntntO1articleid=17&cntntO1re
turnid=15 [Retrieved 07/07/10].

' From 850 questionnaire respondents.



This thesis is concerned with elucidating the socio-cultural “belief” and “practice”
that ‘natural’ burial in Britain encompasses and fosters. This is achieved through a
single case study of Barton Glebe woodland burial site in Cambridgeshire. The
Arbory Trust manages Barton Glebe, which opened in 2000."® The Trust’s site is
almost unique in the context of British natural burial, because it is consecrated and
was set up by a Christian trust. As far as it is known to date, there are only two other
consecrated natural burial sites in Britain, one on land privately owned by a funeral
director in Lancashire and another owned by the Diocese of St Albans." Since the
aim of this research was to document the meanings and assumptions brought to bear
upon natural burial, primary emphasis was given to socio-cultural dimensions rather
than to biological or material aspects. It does so, not by theoretical propositions
informed by prior scholarship, but through the generation of first-hand accounts by
people already engaged in this practice at Barton Glebe, by funeral professionals,

officiants, visitors, site users and providers alike.

Until this research was undertaken scholars had little evidence of what values and
attitudes were aligned with the contemporary practice of natural burial in Britain, both
with respect to site users and by those who develop and manage such provision.20
Until now, what researchers understood about natural burial came from observing the
historical rise and practice of other disposal modes that subsequently contributed
towards formulating conceptual frameworks for understanding the emergence of
natural burial and aligned attitudes and practices. Prior to this study, there already
existed a rich collection of ethnographies and qualitative studies that focused upon the
provision and use of cremation (Davies 1990, Davies and Shaw 1995, Jupp 1993 &
2006, Parsons 2005, Prothero 2001) and cemeteries (Dunk & Rugg 1994, Francis et
al. 2005, Kellaher et al. 2005, Worpole 2007), both in the United Kingdom and

'8 The Arbory Trust are the non-academic collaborator in this AHRC-funded Collaborative Doctoral
Award. See Appendix 11.

" For further information about these sites see:
http://www.muchhoolewoodlandburialground.co.uk/home.html

http://www.woodlandburialtrust.com/ [both retrieved 27/07/10] and Appendix 12.

% Clayden and Dixon acknowledged that “motives for choosing natural burial and the significance of
the memorial tree are more complex than has previously been acknowledged” (2007:241). Moreover,
the timeliness of this research cannot be stressed enough. The NDC have acted as consultants for BBC
Radio 4 when natural burial was written into the script of “The Archers’ in 2009. There has also been
numerous radio coverage of natural burial, including The Jeremy Vine Show on BBC Radio 2 (aired
12/08/09) and a play written and performed about natural burial (Wade 2005).



overseas. In relation to natural burial prior to this research, there existed: an online
questionnaire commissioned for market research;21 an article about the funeral
industry’s ‘green’ advertising (King 2009); feasibility studies for potential natural
burial provision (Green 2003, Rempel 2007); limited academic articles (Clayden
2003, 2004, Clayden and Dixon 2007); as well as a postal survey sent to 40 pre-
registered woodland burial users at Carlisle cemetery in 1997 that was part of a wider
study on cemetery use (see Francis et al. 2005). These texts inform theoretical
discussion of natural burial despite their limited empirical foundation. The primary
objective of this thesis therefore, was to provide much needed qualitative data on

natural burial.

Research Approach and Objective

I approached this case study aimed at documenting the behaviours, values and
assumptions fostered by and invested in Barton Glebe by the Trust, pre-registered
users, bereaved visitors and professionals as a social anthropologist, by not taking
anything said, done or observed for granted. The thesis inevitably uncovered some
‘received truths’ and ‘common wisdom’ implicit to Barton Glebe and natural burial
practice more generally. However, its purpose was not to judge or de-value
individuals’ concepts or values that they had invested or aligned with natural burial,
but rather to understand how various ideas and values come to create the basis for an
orthodoxy of belief and practice in natural burial (Ingold 2000:14, Richardson
2003:47-48). In short, I was motivated to uncover what meanings were ascribed to
natural burial and Barton Glebe in particular; why people support it and what

practices, attitudes and behaviours it engendered for all concerned.

With no prior research theoretically, empirically and exclusively engaged with natural
burial, it would have been misguided to begin from a series of focused, theoretical

research questions based upon a priori propositions borne of my own assumptions on

*! Some results were kindly made available through personal correspondence with Mike Salisbury in
2008. The Natural Burial Co-operative, Centre for Natural Burial (www.naturalburial.coop) conducted
an online survey from its website. The results from the first 500 responses were kindly made available
by Mike Salisbury who estimated from newsletter subscriptions that 70 per cent of respondents were
from the USA, 20 per cent from Canada, with the remaining ten per cent mostly from the UK. The
consumer questionnaire conducted by The Natural Burial Co-operative (formerly Forest of Memories)
from 2006-2007 is confidential and not for distribution therefore, I have been unable to reproduce the
results here.



a practice I had never previously encountered. Rather, the objective of this research
was to undertake a qualitative, exploratory study to find out how and why a variety of
people engaged with Barton Glebe.? This research was therefore, first and foremost
framed as a single case study to understand what attitudes and behaviours are
engendered by one woodland burial site and its provider, the Arbory Trust. Before
presenting an overview of the thesis it will be useful to sketch the national provision
of natural burial highlighting its heterogeneous practice within a diversity of

landscapes (Clayden 2003, Clayden et al. 2010, West 2010).

Introducing a Typology of Natural Burial Provision

As the number of natural burial grounds increased, different
interpretations of this form of burial have emerged. This diversity begins
to challenge how we might define natural burial. (Clayden 2004:68)

Harris, a former environmental columnist with the Los Angeles Times who recently
wrote a book on American natural burial, anticipates that the next challenge for the
“green burial movement” will be to define itself (2007:188). However, aside from a
broad definition of concept-based practice, no all-encompassing definition for a
natural burial ground currently seems possible.”’ Variation and commonality across
natural burial sites is wholly dependent on site ownership, on whether provision is
exclusive or subsumed within grounds that offer other modes of burial, on
memoralisation regulations, and on whether the natural burial site is subject to
statutory or ecclesiastical law.** Nevertheless, Clayden and Dixon (2007:241) have

constructed a typology of natural burial grounds based upon ownership:

1. Local authority cemeteries
2. Privately managed natural burial grounds

3. Natural burial grounds managed by charitable trusts (e.g. Arbory Trust)

** Essentially, Chapters 6 and 8 are concerned with why people engage with natural burial, whilst
Chapters 5 and 7 focus upon how they do so.

> A conclusion also drawn by West (2010) who has been working in the death industry for 45 years.

* People’s designations of burial places are informed by their own cultural and experiential
understandings. Thus, some of those interviewed commented that they thought Barton Glebe woodland
burial site was just like a churchyard simply because it was consecrated and subject to ecclesiastical
laws. For the majority who do not have a professional understanding of funerary practices, the terms
designating distinct places of the dead are often used interchangeably but always to designate a place
that accommodates or commemorates human remains.



By identifying variation in the management and origin of natural burial sites, a
classification by ownership acknowledges the heterogeneity of current provision.
However, the character of a natural burial site is also dependent upon a site’s history

of land use as well as ownership (Clayden 2003).

Clayden reported that “farmers, individuals, and private companies manage
approximately 30 per cent of natural burial grounds as businesses” (2004:74). This
percentage has increased over the last six years by 8 per cent if those sites listed in the
NDC'’s database are used as a guide. The current Manager of the NDC stated that
there were 208 ‘active’ natural burial sites in the United Kingdom as of February
2010,% of which 120 are municipally owned, 79 are privately owned and 9 owned by
charities or trusts. This means, according to the NDC that 58 per cent®® of natural
burial provision is offered and owned municipally. However, although local
authorities dominate in terms of ownership of natural burial grounds, it is the privately
managed natural burial grounds that occupy the largest area in hectares of natural
burial ground.?’ This is probably because natural burial provision under the ownership
and management of a local authority is not exclusive, with the provision being more
likely to be located within an existing cemetery or crematorium. The exclusive or
inclusive designation of land for natural burial also impacts upon management
practices. The influence of regular cemetery management prevails in natural burial
sites that are part of inclusive local authority provision, so that burial spaces are often
in rows with each grave marked with a memorial tree replacing the customary
headstone. By far the most common expression of natural burial in local authority
owned sites is to plant a tree upon each individual grave, creating “woodland through

burial”.?® Often, in this context, visiting is inscribed upon the landscape through

» Compared to the figure of 207 quoted by researchers at Sheffield University in personal
correspondence dated 02/08/10.

% Calculated using the NDC’s database in February 2010. This figure was given in personal
correspondence. Clayden et al. (2010b:120) alternatively claim 56 per cent.

* From unpublished research by Clayden, A. Hockey, J. and T. Green (2010) Back to Nature? The
cultural, social and emotional implications of natural burial. See
http://www.naturalburialresearchproject.group.shef.ac.uk/index.html [Retrieved 18/04/10]

% From unpublished research by Clayden, A. Hockey, J. and T. Green (2010) Back to Nature? The
cultural, social and emotional implications of natural burial. See
http://www.naturalburialresearchproject.group.shef.ac.uk/index.html [Retrieved 18/04/10]



visible objects, not always biodegradable, being left upon graves, as is customary in

the rest of the cemetery or garden of remembrance.

Privately owned or charitable trust owned provision tends to be exclusively for natural
burial, whereas provision owned by local authorities tends to be part of a landscape of
inclusive provision, creating a place for the dead that maximises styles and choice of
burial. A crematorium or cemetery might utilise both modes of disposal (burial and
cremation), amongst a variety of settings (rose garden, woodland area, war memorials
etc.) for segregated users (Catholics, Muslims etc.), which places limitations upon

achieving the ideal concept of natural burial under municipal provision:*’

Barton is a whole woodland area: it’s professional and encapsulated by its
own privacy, whereas this isn’t. We’re selling a bit of a cemetery as part
of a cemetery! And I think it therefore dilutes the whole green burial bit.
So I’'ve no idea how they’re going to react here [possible clients] but
again, we’re down for offering choice... (An employee at Newmarket
Road cemetery in Cambridge)

Figure 2: Hexham cemetery’s natural burial provision
Source: Author’s photo taken June 2008

* This is perhaps one reason why local authority-owned natural burial sites tend to have the lowest
annual burial figures, though a notable exception is Brighton and Hove City Council’s woodland burial
provision (opened in 1994) which is now full due to “large demand”. Cf. http://www.brighton-
hove.gov.uk/index.cfm?request=c1001143 [Retrieved 16/04/10]. These details were disclosed from
unpublished research by Clayden, A. Hockey, J. and T. Green (2010) Back to Nature? The cultural,
social and emotional implications of natural burial. See
http://www.naturalburialresearchproject.group.shef.ac.uk/index.html [Retrieved 18/04/10]
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Natural burial grounds that are privately owned or owned by a charitable trust offer
the greatest diversity of locations and management practices, which I argue is partly
due to the fact that these sites usually occupy a larger number of hectares and
therefore have fewer spatial restraints acting upon them. Privately owned sites can
produce their own code of practice and do not necessarily have the same financial
budget constraints as a local authority provider. Unlike a local authority provider,
privately owned sites have greater accountability to themselves and greater control
over their natural burial provision with regard to landscape and regulations. From the
photos below one can, for example, see that the landscapes of privately owned natural
burial sites vary greatly. Figures 3 and 4 show privately-run natural burial grounds
that are visibly less manicured and regimented than the local authority provision in

Figure 2.

Figure 3: Graves in a green field burial ground owned by a farmer in Co. Durham
Source: Author’s photo taken June 2008

11
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Figure 4: Privately-managed Epping Forest Burial Park
Source: Author’s photo taken April 2008

The extent to which each site will regulate the pro-environmental practices of natural
burial also varies enormously, prompting Clayden to assert that for the benefit of
consumers, natural burial ground providers “must be explicit about what is and is not
permitted” (2004:75). This is particularly relevant with regard to memorial items at

the graveside and coffin or urn specifications:

The introduction of an environmental classification may benefit both the
consumer and burial ground manager by clarifying the environmental
aims of the burial ground and how these are going to be achieved through
ongoing management. (Clayden 2004:75)

Clayden’s (2004) call for an environmental classification could, in fact, be a source of
tension in natural burial provision, since provision is also initiated for the purpose of
creating a viable form of income generation, particularly with privately owned sites.”
Natural burial provision initiated by local authorities on the other hand is often in
response to expanding options in which natural burial is seen as a way of utilising
small pieces of land within an existing cemetery or crematorium that does not require
high levels of grounds maintenance. Not all natural burial provision is, then,

implemented for pro-environmental purposes.

30 Cf. Leighton (2008) as an example.
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Despite such diversity, it seems possible to classify natural burial sites in the UK in

three ways:

1. With regard to ownership as Clayden and Dixon (2007) identified above.

2. With regard to the physical landscape (i.e. mature woodland or copse,
green/meadow field, newly-established woodland).”’ The landscape’s
appearance is also linked to the aims of some site providers to do one or
more of the following: reclaim native habitats, preserve native habitats or
create native habitats.

3. With regard to ‘green’ credentials that encompass the purpose and future
vision of the site (i.e. whether the natural burial site is simply an outcome of
broadening local authority provision or it provides a viable financial venture
for someone’s livelihood, or whether the site has been established to

expressly conserve biodiversity and native habitats).

In the USA, the Green Burial Council identifies three types of ‘natural burial
cemetery’.>” This taxonomy is constructed upon the extent to which a site focuses
upon the conservation of land, as opposed to burial, as the guiding principle of

provision:

1. Conservation burial ground
2. Natural burial ground

3. Hybrid burial ground

Harris claims the “greenest” in this taxonomy is the ‘conservation burial ground’.
Whereas the ‘natural burial ground’ “offers a green burial that may or may not

involve ecological restoration of the land” and the ‘hybrid burial ground’, like many

*!' As Figures 2, 3 and 4 illustrate.

** For a distribution map of ‘natural burial preserves’ in America see http://naturalburial.coop/USA/
[Retrieved 23/06/10] One of America’s ‘conservation’ burial grounds is also the nation’s first national
pagan burial ground. Founded in 1995 and known as Circle Cemetery. It is located within 200 acres of
nature preserve called Circle Sanctuary. See http://www.circlesanctuary.org/cemetery/ [Retrieved
30/06/10] Email enquiries were sent to the UK Pagan Federation to learn of similar initiatives in the
UK but a reply is still pending. Certainly, further research on natural burial provision for pagans would
be illuminating, despite the fact that the designation ‘pagan’ is contested and ambiguous to start with.
See http://www.paganfed.org/ [Retrieved 30/06/10]
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of the natural burial grounds in the UK, is “a conventional cemetery that

accommodates green burial” (2007:177).

Other countries appear to be propagating their own variation of the practice, though
far from the extent witnessed to date in the UK. In Japan, people can choose tree-
burial (jumokusou).” In Taiwan, the local government of Taipei are promoting ‘tree
burial’ alongside ‘flower burial’ and ‘sea burial’, available since 2003 as a “result of
enquiries into disposal practices in Australia” (Tremlett 2007:30). New Zealand,™
Australia,35 Canada,36 Netherlands,37 Germany38 and Italy39 also have one or more

natural burial grounds (Joyce 2009:529).

Looking across cultures and time, the current innovation of ‘natural burial’ shares
practices in common with the “sacred groves” of rural India, garden burials of British
Quakers in the mid- to late- seventeenth century and the Orthodox Jewish tradition of
interring a non-embalmed corpse in a shroud or plain wood coffin to honour an Old
Testament interpretation of “dust to dust” (Harris 2007:165). Harris concludes that
natural burial in America is “little more than a return to long tradition. Much of what
constitutes natural burial...was once standard practice in this country, the default, not
the exception” (2007:3). A subtle but significant difference in the evolution of the
practice between Britain and America is that in America the practice is in some ways

more radical since American burials typically involve a concrete-reinforced vault and

» See Sebastien Boret’s forthcoming doctoral research at Oxford Brookes in which he undertook
anthropological fieldwork at a Japanese tree-burial cemetery. Draft chapters of Boret’s thesis were
kindly made available through personal correspondence.

* See Living Legacies at Motueka for example: http://www.livinglegacies.co.nz/ [Retrieved 06/05/10]
¥ See BushLand Cemetery at Lismore Memorial Gardens run by Lismore city council
http://www.lismore.nsw.gov.au/cmst/lcc002/view_doc.asp?id=4877&cat=302 [Retrieved 28/06/10]

% See advocacy by Mike Salisbury: the current president of the natural burial cooperative in Toronto
http://www.naturalburial.coop/canada/ [Retrieved 06/05/10]

7 See Klaassens and Groote (2010) and Natural Burial Grounds [Retrieved 28/06/10]
http://www.compasnet.org/atbeeldingen/Magazines/ED%20Magazine %204/15%20In%20particular.pd
f

See Reinhardswald [Retrieved 06/09/10] http://www.friedwald.de/Startseite. AXCMS?ActivelID=1001
and, A Final Resting Place in a Quiet Forest - Alternative Funerals [Retrieved 06/09/10]
http://www.goethe.de/ges/phi/dos/rkd/en128025.htm

¥ See Capsula Mundi. Two Ttalian designers have created a biodegradable egg-shaped coffin that is
interred with a tree above. The idea is that this will facilitate the propagation of memorial forests in
places of burial. [Retrieved 06/08/10] http://www.capsulamundi.it/
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an embalmed corpse (Ashwood 2009). When Ramsey Creek,* the first American
‘conservation burial ground’ opened in 1998, both the location and the mode of burial
were a radical break from the Mitford (1963) portrayal of the American funeral
industry. In Britain however, embalming is not obligatory practice41 and graves are
not constructed as cement-lined vaults, so in many ways natural burial is less

obviously distinct from other burial places and modes.*?

However, this research suggests natural burial sites are qualitatively distinct from
other burial places in contemporary Britain in two ways. Firstly, they have an explicit
dual purpose, both as a place to inter ashes or a corpse, and as a place deemed to
contribute to ecological preservation or improvement to be enjoyed by the living. A
natural burial site is therefore “unlike a cemetery with its singular mortuary purpose”
(Clayden et al. 2010b:135). In Britain, this is encapsulated in some providers’
ambitions for making natural burial sites protected ecological places to be managed
by environmental or wildlife trusts once burial sites become full. In America, Joe
Sehee, Executive Director of the Green Burial Council even wants to use natural
burial grounds as a “fundraising strategy” to purchase and create public open spaces

to be enjoyed by the living.*’

0 See Memorial Ecosystems: The Leaders in Conservation Burial — About Ramsey Creek Preserve
http://www.memorialecosystems.com/Locations/WestminsterSC/tabid/58/Default.aspx [Retrieved
09/02/10]

*''In an unpublished paper Parsons (2010) highlights that although embalming took place in Britain
during the eighteenth century it was largely restricted to nobility and set apart from the services of the
undertaker. Parson’s attributes a historical shift, the re-location of the dead resting at home to funeral
parlours, as largely influencing the significant uptake of commercial embalming in this country from
the late 1950s: “The growth of embalming stems from a period when greater responsibility for the body
was being acquired by funeral directors. Whilst custody did not automatically mean embalming would
be carried out, the supply of embalming was in the interests of the funeral director in contrast to the
service being demanded by the bereaved” (2010:5). Presently however, there are no accurate figures
for embalming conducted in the UK (2010:8). The British Institute of Embalmers (BIE, launched in
1927) does not carry out a survey, although it has tried to do this in the past. One unsubstantiated
source states that up to 90 per cent of bodies are embalmed (Pym 1990:49). Parsons, in personal
correspondence commented: “I doubt if the figure is that high. The large firms promote embalming, as
do most co-ops and many smaller businesses, but they always hesitate in giving out figures...I would
take a guess that around 50 per cent of people dying in the UK are embalmed.” What is known
however is that embalming faces challenges because of “concerns about the environmental
consequences of burying or cremating embalmed bodies, and also the threat of the withdrawal of
formaldehyde by the EC” (Parsons 2010:8). See also West (2010:23-26).

* Further comparative research at natural burial sites in countries other than the UK would provide
insightful information on the extent to which new interpretations of the practice that began in England
reflect local customs, cultural practices and context.

* From an interview in Green Burial — KQED QUEST (view from 09.18 minutes) YouTube [Retrieved
02/03/10] http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gTzQ0GOelHk&feature=player_embedded
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Secondly, natural burial provides a contemporary therapeutic landscape for
mourners.* The visible presence of the dead at Barton Glebe is minimal compared to
a cemetery. The creation of a burial place in which human beings are not necessarily
given sovereign status (Worpole 2003b:193), but rather where the natural world is
preserved and/or encouraged to flourish, has prompted some criticism that natural
burial is a recent cultural development indicative of death denial. For example, in

reference to Forever Fernwood cemetery in California:

In this particular “cemetery”, at least in its green burial section, there are
no visible signs of the dead who are buried there. This makes it feels [sic]
like a park — but nothing more, only a park. It is no longer a cemetery but
a park whose link with death is nothing more than its use as a space for
environmentally-friendly body disposal. It has lost all connection with the
personal and cultural memorial function of a cemetery.

A widow whose husband is buried at Barton Glebe similarly described another natural
burial site in Essex as being more like a park with a chapel. What is at stake here is
the perceived cultural function and appearance of places of burial. The writer of the
blog extract above has clear notions of what a cemetery should do and look like, but
in reality, do such distinctions and fixed functions of place matter? As Rugg (2000)
and other historians of cemeteries have so clearly demonstrated, the meanings and
purposes of burial places are highly mutable because they are subject to the
sensibilities and tastes of the living. So, despite the fact that in England the most
common mode of disposal is cremation, voiced amongst my informants there is an
attitude that funerals at crematoria are a one-size-fits-all-thing which makes them
seem so artificial*® Cemeteries and churchyards on the other hand are sometimes
seen as places of neglect and monuments to death. This ever-changing historical
trajectory with regard to how places of the dead are valued and therefore used, has
inevitably meant that for some people the recent option to have a natural burial holds

much allure; an allure that this thesis sets out to identify.

* See Chapter 7 for detailed discussion.

* Original emphasis. This view is maintained by an alternative burial provider, Perpetua’s Garden, in
Denying death in green burials? (December 10™ 2009) [Retrieved 02/03/10]
http://perpetuasgarden.org/green-burial/integrating-death-in-green-burial/

* Both quotes from Andy whose grandmother is buried at Barton Glebe.
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Thesis Overview

Following this broad view of natural burial’s concept and provision in Britain,
Chapter 2 will outline the methodological approach undertaken for the case study with
Chapter 3 locating the research within existing scholarship on death, dying and
disposal. It highlights: a) historical and cultural continuities between the innovation of
natural burial and prior disposal practices and b) the assumptions in natural burial
literature regarding the class and age of users. Chapter 4 presents the case study by
providing a historical account of the Arbory Trust and its development of woodland

burial provision at Barton Glebe.

Chapter 5 demonstrates how Barton Glebe is a physical landscape in which emotions
and memory are socio-spatially articulated through ‘nature’. It demonstrates how
natural burial is fostered by a perception of the natural landscape as therapeutic; a
quality that people locate in the cyclical renewal of life dramatised and displayed in
the seasonal landscape. I suggest that this symbolism of ‘nature’, particularly
conferred by flowers and trees, grants the bereaved and those facing their own

mortality a motif of hope and continuity in an ‘emotional landscape’.

Chapter 6 offers an extensive discussion on the values people invest in natural burial,
by presenting the range of motives that led people to pre-register and/or choose
Barton Glebe on behalf of the deceased. I conclude that natural burial is inevitably a
contested practice for those who engage with it, because of the multiplicity of values
that are conferred upon this burial mode. Typically, environmental and aesthetic
values are most often in conflict, with the former more readily asserted by the Trust
and the latter by the bereaved. This tension over the extent to which particular values
are exercised creates a value-judgement that some natural burial sites are more
‘natural’ than others. This is partly fostered by a conflict of interest between
commercial and ethical/environmental motives for engaging with natural burial.
Nevertheless, despite the array of values drawn upon in pro-natural burial choices,
these values demonstrate how some people seek a ‘retrospective fulfilment of
identity’ (Davies 2002[1997]:141, 2005a) in which personal identity values held in
life are honoured in death, again fostering a sense of continuity from life to death and

beyond.
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Chapter 7 looks at the place called Barton Glebe. In doing so, I argue that although
life (activities of the living and growth in the natural world) and death (corpses) are
brought closer together, they are not on equal terms, for life is emphasised and death
is muted. This is because the dead are not necessarily given sovereign status in the
landscape of a natural burial ground (Worpole 2003b), as is usually the case with the
erection of gravestones and other visible memorials. Rather, the natural world is more
often emphasised and therefore granted sovereign status, creating a naturalised
context for death that lessens the visibility of the dead in the landscape. However,
what is understood to be nature’s sovereign status in natural burial grounds is actually
an aesthetic veneer of the natural landscape, judiciously planned, planted and
managed. Finally, because natural burial grounds do not necessarily look like people’s
cultural expectations of a cemetery, visitors may feel more at ease and less inhibited
at Barton Glebe since the presence of the dead is more concealed, facilitating the
impression that the place exclusively belongs to the deceased person they are visiting.
Thus a new burial place is emerging that nurtures a non-conventional mode of
engaging with the dead; be it a picnic in the burial ground or reading a book by a
grave. Natural burial sites therefore offer something in addition to going to a burial
ground with the explicit, sole purpose of visiting a grave. This is one of the reasons I
argue why these places are becoming associated with being more relaxed, as

interviewees often described.

In conclusion, Chapter 8 engages with the ethnographic data to reflect upon human
experiences with death in relation to natural burial using anthropological gift theory.
The conceptual allusion to gift-giving and reciprocal nourishment is seen to provide a
creative means for the pre-registered and bereaved to imagine continuity beyond
death and to affirm meaningful relations and the values of the living. The motive to
give something back or be of use that is commonly offered by users to explain their
natural burial preference has added social significance when analysed using gift
theory. If the giving of gifts is a conduit for, and expression of, personal relationships
(Godelier 1999), then to give something back using the corporeal body as a source of
nourishment symbolically encapsulates and expresses people’s sense of
connectedness, social responsibility, their value of life and all that is inalienable from

their identity and core values. I also argue that through analysing some of the motives
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for pre-paid users desiring to give something back, natural burial offers a new creative
outlet for seeking and framing salvation, albeit in its broadest sense. Finally, I argue
that pre-registered users’ desire to return/go back to nature constitutes a realisation of
Lifton’s (1974, 1976) symbolic immortality theory through the natural pathway in

which a continuity of identity is achieved by being survived by ‘nature’.

It should be noted that in the following pages, text italicised in direct speech or
citations represents original emphasis by the speaker or writer. As demonstrated in the
paragraph above, paraphrasing of idioms and utterances often used in the context of
natural burial and quoting sections of cited text or interview in the main text of the

thesis, are also italicised.
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Chapter 2

On Practice: Disciplinarity and method

Chapter 1 indicated that this research constitutes a case study. Case studies are not
necessarily undertaken to provide generalisable data*’ but are exploratory from the
outset and accordingly seek to produce a ‘depth’ of description and interpretation.
There are voices in this thesis rather than statistics and trends. Nevertheless, this
research is complementary to concurrent survey research on natural burial being
conducted by the Department of Landscape and Department of Sociological Studies at

the University of Sheffield.**

This research is exploratory in approach and has involved a journey that has sensitised
me to the nuances of the funeral industry, bereavement and death, but has not
necessarily given me any clear answers. Similarly, the thesis presents an unfolding of
issues but does not present substantive conclusions on natural burial per se. Rather,
the research and subsequent thesis focus upon capturing some of the complexities and
nuances of the emotional processes fostered in woodland burial and all the aligned
experiences, spaces and states as expressed in people’s values, sense of place and

their modes of engagement with Barton Glebe.

The themes which emerged, loosely providing the chapter structure (emotions, values,
place, memory and motifs of immortality and salvation), were mainly derived from
initial categories that emerged in coding interview transcriptions.”’ This thesis is not
predicated upon a hypothesis, but began with the broad aim of ethnographically
understanding what woodland burial constitutes and represents to those already

engaged in the case study. The anthropological analysis presented here offers a socio-

* Generalisation in qualitative research is often seen as an objective for social surveys (Alasuutari
1995:156).

* See Natural Burial Project led by Andy Clayden as principal investigator and Jenny Hockey as co-
investigator.[Retrieved 20/06/10] http://www.naturalburialresearchproject.group.shef.ac.uk/index.html
* See a list of the initial codes generated from transcriptions in Appendix 13.
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cultural description and interpretation of a network of people who coalesce around

Barton Glebe woodland burial ground.

There are limitations to using a single case study to illuminate social and cultural
understandings of woodland burial, because a woodland burial site does not contain a
representative sample of the population with regards to age, sex, social status, cause
of death etc.; a limitation shared by case studies on specialist cemeteries. Moreover,
burial practices and attitudes are seldom static through time and need not correlate
with wider socio-cultural attitudes (Humphreys 1981). Variation often exists within a
culture with regards to the treatment of the dead making inferences from case studies
complex and necessarily limited. However, in this case neither empirical
generalisation nor theoretical inference constituted the research objectives.” Rather,
the aim was to present an anthropologically-driven descriptive case study of an
emergent burial practice which, in its widespread availability, is seemingly peculiar to
contemporary Britain.”' The primary aim was to offer ethnographic insight into

people’s attitudes towards this practice and the ways in which they engage with it.

The research process began by consulting theoretical texts to identify possible socio-
cultural landscapes through which the emergence and meaning of natural burial could
be understood.”> However, it was only through sustained conversation and
observation of Barton Glebe’s users that a ‘second landscape’ of local practice
emerged concerning individual understandings of the world and how these combined
in the practice of woodland burial at Barton Glebe. This second landscape became
visible through fieldwork and ethnographic description and interpretation (Hirsch
2003:2). This is the value of an ethnographic case study of Barton Glebe, even if it did

rely heavily on interviews.

% Hammersley is especially critical of ethnography and dismisses the ethnographic research context of
many anthropological works as lacking “intrinsic interest to a large audience” (1992:5). Subsequently
he discerns two means by which ethnographers and anthropologists attempt to make their work of
wider relevance: either to argue that the case study is representative of a wider sample or to generate or
support a theory (1992:5). In either case Hammersley concludes “neither is pursued very successfully
by ethnographers at present” (1992:6).

! See Figure 1, page 4.

>2 See Chapter 3.
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Methodological Issues

Anthropology at home
The British anthropologist’s gaze has been turning homeward since the beginning of

the 1980s; by that I mean to Britain and to a lesser extent Europe, as opposed to the
former colonies of ‘classic’ anthropology (Watson 1999:17). However, the nature of
conducting fieldwork in a post-industrial society that is also the researcher’s
homeland usually involves day-to-day social interaction that is “often spatially
dislocated, time-bounded and characterized by intimacy at a distance” (Hockey
2002:211). The participation in the “flow of ordinary encounters” by the researcher
can become more ambiguous as ‘“‘the spatial and temporal boundaries which
traditionally separate the field from academia" become increasingly blurred as they
are brought closer together (Hockey 2002:211). An ambiguity that means whilst
“anthropologists abroad may exchange mutual exoticisms with
detachment...presented with parallel practices at home, they respond as citizens”

(Okley 1987:79).

In turning homeward I do not believe that I cease to do anthropology. Though the
object of my research is geographically and linguistically more localised to my own
place in the world, I still embody a critical, reflexive, questioning perspective when in
my role as a researcher cognizant of anthropology’s “methodological heritage”

(Messerschmidt 1981:15).

I found that my ‘field’ existed everywhere because people met in daily life engaged in
conversation about my research. Advantageously, by conducting research in my
native language I was able to have in-depth conversations on complex issues with a
range of people from many walks of life. Moreover, people were often familiar with
the discourse of higher education and the fact that someone may spend three years
researching an aspect of the human socio-cultural world. 1 did not have to explain
myself in this regard, nor present an alternative scenario that explains my interest in

the subject to give people a sense of who I was and why I was there, all of which I
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have encountered and negotiated in previous fieldwork overseas.”> However there are
also inevitable compromises and complexities that arise from studying within my own
culture, especially, gaining a coherent sense of when I was doing research and when I
was not and feeling the immediacy of accountability for all I said, did and wrote as a

researcher. These are two issues that demand immediate discussion.

Defining and locating the ‘field’
Barton Glebe and the Arbory Trust’s woodland burial provision were the object of

research. This incorporated the physical geography of the woodland burial site as well
as the interactions, behaviours and values of those who came into contact with the

Trust and/or Barton Glebe.

The demand for defining the object of study in anthropological fieldwork conducted
in Western society quickly emphasises how the ‘field’ is actually a multi-dimensional
concept that needs locating (Coleman and Collins 2006:4). Moreover, my ‘field’
transcended spatial, temporal and cultural boundaries, emphasising Caputo’s assertion
that “retaining a spatialized understanding of the field imposes limitations and biases
that are unproductive in contemporary anthropological research contexts” (2000:21).
Today’s cultural complexity, exacerbated by virtual communication, means that it is
over-simplistic to conceptualise the field only in the geographical plane of ‘space’ and
‘place’ (Coleman and Collins 2006). In identifying my research ‘domain’, spatial

qualities are:

...significant but not absolutely primary dimensions of ethnographic
practice...fields are as much 'performed' as 'discovered', framed by our
boundaries that shift according to the analytical and rhetorical preferences
of the ethnographer and, more rarely, the informant. (Coleman and Collins
2006:17)

Essentially, Coleman and Collins (2006) argue that fieldwork is performative, reliant
upon social relationships that can transcend space and time. Suggestions have also
been made for ‘multi-sited” or ‘multi-locale fieldwork™ where locale can imply virtual

space as well as geographical space (Gupta and Ferguson 1997), though this is

>3 Primarily for my undergraduate dissertation (Venerated Waters: Locating Ganga Devi in the Lives of
a Hindu Fishing Community in Rural Bangladesh) for the Department of Anthropology at the
University of Durham.
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debated (Marcus 1995). Other alternatives for conceptualising the context for
conducting anthropological research are to refer to ‘networks’ or ‘communities of
practice’, a series of ‘moments’ or ‘conversations’; an encounter or event in which
“the ‘field’ is detailed in the moment of its occurrence” in all its embodied “emotional
engagement” (James 1999:118). Kristmundsdottir (2006) in her role as an
anthropologist sees herself as the location for fieldwork in biographical research. A

context that means:

In effect, the researcher enters the field whenever she is researching, a
process that may involve extensive travel as well as exploring written
documents, reminiscences, and so on. (Coleman and Collins 2006:17)

This was how I approached my own ‘fieldwork’: not so much a place but a research
mode engaged with when in situated moments or conversations related to woodland
burial. My ‘field” became a series of encounters with people and involved a process
whereby I was “situated” in the field wherever I happened to be conducting anything
research-related. I carried the field with me and subsequently the field “shifted from
being a geographical place to being a subjectively defined location” (Kristmundsdottir
2006: 168), which I took with me as I connected with, travelled along and intersected
social networks. By conceptualising the field as a heterogeneous network (Burrell
2009) I was able to follow the Arbory Trust’s provision along various networks of
engagement from funeral professionals, to staff, officiants and the bereaved and pre-
registered users, out of which emerged a network connected to the Trust. Thus, a
‘field site’ was constructed from continuity in connection (Burrell 2009:190) and I
was able to forge a link between processes and situated experiences (Burrell
2009:187). The Arbory Trust became the entry point into a network rather than

constituting the research location.

By defining the field site as a network...the field site transitions from a
bounded space that the researcher dwells within to something that more
closely tracks the social phenomenon under study. This site is constructed
in terms of how such a phenomenon is perceived and acted on by
participants. Ultimately, this approach is in keeping with the emic ideal of
ethnographic practice. The field site comes to be defined by the physical
movements, places indexed in speech and text, and social imaginings
produced by research participants. (Burrell 2009:195-96)
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I then traversed heterogeneous networks beginning with the Arbory Trust’s list of
suppliers, service providers and other professional contacts. As I followed these for
interviews, each would yield another contact to broaden my social network in relation
to Barton Glebe and natural burial more generally. The same applied to the site users
initially sought from an open day held at Barton Glebe. These individuals would
subsequently introduce me to friends or colleagues who they thought would be willing
to speak with me. Moreover, references to people and places in interviews provided
ever expanding opportunities for new locales to visit physically or online (cf. Burrell
2009:192). This was particularly the case with professional social networks. In
defining the field as a heterogeneous network, the Trust’s annual open days were
instrumental in providing entry points to this network providing, like Burrell’s
internet cafes in Accra, “an accessible public space where people could be recruited

for interviews” (2009: 196).

Defining a role and gaining trust and access
By conceptualising my field site as a network of things, words and people, defining a

role within the field was no longer an issue, whereas it had posed a problem at the
beginning of the research project since I had intended to spend protracted periods of
time in Cambridgeshire assuming a role within the Trust, and presumably onsite.’*
That was, until I visited Barton Glebe for the first time. The site itself has no full-time
staff, just two or three part-time staff who make themselves available for funerals and
to the public on Wednesday mornings. This situation did not provide enough
opportunities for social interaction to justify the financial expense of staying in the
vicinity for protracted periods of time.” I therefore had to re-design my approach to
accessing entry points for research material and participants. By following networks

of site users and professional contacts made at the open day I was able to make a

> The methodological heritage of the discipline of anthropology, even today, implicitly aligns being a
‘proper’, authentic anthropologist, with immersive periods spent in the social and geographical context
of research by primarily utilising participant observation, despite all the academic claims to the
contrary. The emic training of anthropology teaches that to conduct such ‘fieldwork’ provides more
worthy knowledge than can be discovered through interview and survey data alone. So in the first
instance I was anticipating conducting research in the manner in which I had been accustomed to
understand was the only ‘right’ way of doing anthropology. See also Kristmundsdottir (2006) who
offers a concise critique of anthropology’s disciplinary boundary-making through method.

% This also has implications for bereaved visitors and some frustrations were voiced in interviews with
regards to the on-site availability of Arbory Trust staff for enquiries and after care.
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series of brief visits to Cambridgeshire®® where I utilised contacts and acquaintances
made during research to stay in Ely, Barton, Comberton and Cambridge on various

occasions.

My collaborative partnership’’ with the Trust was most fruitful in providing
opportunities to access networks; and affiliation with the Trust meant I was more
often trusted by site users. Access to potential interviewees was also contingent upon
the capacity to create friendships and access subsequent networks made during the
course of research (Guest 2007:233).”® Being affiliated to the Trust as an independent
researcher from Durham University gave me a public persona and institutional status
with which I was able to negotiate meetings with various funeral professionals;
however, it also meant I had been situated within the Trust’s own trusted professional
network. Affiliated to the Trust, I could not undermine their professionalism or
organisation. However, though my research is facilitated in collaboration with the
Trust, my affiliation with them did not extend to furthering their professional interests
for financial gain. Additionally, I consciously avoided becoming involved in
advocacy or interests groups, despite being approached, as I did not want to
compromise my impartiality in relation to the subject by being typecast by funeral
professionals as having an agenda that was either pro-cremation or pro-burial and

worse, seen to be promoting a particular natural burial site.

Research ethics
The application of Western ethical standards in anthropological research is itself an

ethnocentric endeavour that is often unquestioned (Van der Geest 2003). Yet one
cannot deny that ‘responsible’ research demands ethical guidelines, even if these are
deemed to be provisional preferences in meeting the demands and complexities of
conducting social research in the contemporary world. Taplin (2009) speaks of the
“give and take” in contemporary social research where reciprocal relationships should

be promoted. In such a research approach, ethical research practice is responsive to

°% The longest duration in Cambridgeshire for any one research visit was four weeks, the shortest being
two days. These visits were made between 2008 and 2010.

°7 See Appendix 11.

%% The relative success or failure to achieve this is dependent on the researcher’s self-awareness and
sensitivity to ‘impression management’ and appropriateness for self-disclosure. See Hammersley and
Atkinson (1983).
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complex situations that arise during the course of research, assisted by the
researcher’s cultivated reflexivity, rather than anticipating scenarios through

normative ethical codes:

Reflexive thinking in the field facilitates ethically aware practice in
complex situations, being responsive to a specific place and time and
which may lead to a change in research plans (Cutcliffe and Ramcharan
2002). Researchers can therefore be equipped to make decisions in
recognition of what is being ‘given’, ‘taken’ or ‘gained’, as the research
relationship shifts and changes. (Taplin 2009:238)

As in most social relationships, the research process involves elements of
unpredictability requiring researchers to be fully responsive to circumstances.
“Emergent ethics” and “reflexivity” are inherent in facilitating this responsiveness
(Taplin 2009:238). Atkinson (2009) and Dingwall (2008) have argued for a re-
thinking of the regulatory ethics that are now being applied to the social sciences and
arts and humanities under formats inherited from biomedical research, which they
argue impoverishes research and has detrimental impacts upon the researcher or

trainee doctoral student (Atkinson 2009:21).

Atkinson argues that most ethnographic research is dependent upon ‘“‘successful
negotiation and maintenance of access” (2009:19 original emphasis) to the
membership of a research group, rather than individuals consenting to interview or
trails and tests. Thus, “most ethical protocols” are rendered “anthropologically naive
at best” (2009:19) because access and maintenance of ensuing relationships can only
be part anticipated and will inevitably change over time and lead the researcher into

different contexts and circumstances:

...the nature of the research itself is so profoundly an emergent property
of the processes of data collection and research design, that are themselves
emergent, unfolding processes, that it becomes all but impossible to solicit
consent to the research that is ‘informed’ in the sense of being predictable
and explicable before the research itself is carried out at all. If the
outcomes of an ethnography were entirely predictable, then there would
be virtually no point in conducting the research at all. (Atkinson 2009:21)

> For example, Douglas-Jones’s multi-sited ethnographic research on bioethics led her to argue that
ethics-forms constitute a normative contract based upon anticipation and prediction, which stifles the
responsive mode of the researcher (doctoral research in process at Durham University, Anthropology
Department, draft chapter made available through personal contact).
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Citing Murphy and Dingwall (2007) Atkinson highlights that:

...the iterative nature of ethnographic inquiry means that access is always
relational and sequential, rather than based on a one-off contractual
agreement, and that ethnographic researchers will never find it possible to
specify at the outset all that her or his research will involve (2009:22).

Atkinson’s solution is not to revert to covert or unethical research practices in
ethnography but rather to develop a “general application” of research guided by core
values and guiding principles (2009:25) as opposed to normative procedures and
prescriptions, which assume research participants engage on an individual basis as is
the case with clinical trials. The ethnographer’s iterative research inquiry does not sit
well with ethical procedures modelled on those practised in the biomedical sciences.
Whilst I concur with Atkinson (2009), the vast majority of ‘data’ in my research was
collected in the form of individual interviews. Therefore, I had more opportunity to
apply ethical procedures, such as consent forms and offering anonymity in any written
documents than if I was undertaking participant observation as the main source of
data generation. Nevertheless, there is an exchange of vulnerability implicit in
anthropology since “anthropological knowledge grows out of social relationships”
(Sykes 2005:206-07). Securing informed consent from participants is recognition and
understanding of this inherent process on behalf of the researcher, yet it has

limitations.

Voluntary informed consent
Before each interview, the interviewee was informed that their identity would be

anonymised by reference to pseudonyms. The interviewee was then asked to sign a
consent form.*’ In this way I was granted voluntary consent by interviewees on the
expectation that anonymity would safe-guard individual identities. However, I did
stress to each interviewee that the intended insertion of excerpts from interview
transcripts to support thematic discussion in the thesis might jeopardise the attempt to
conceal identities. For as Mellick and Fleming argue, the “aggregation of separate

details” may lead to “unwitting disclosure” of identities (2010:307). This was

50 See Appendix 10.
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especially true of those who are already in the public domain, such as the Trust
employees and volunteers, Trustees and key historical figures to the Trust’s
formation. Subsequently, I decided to refer to key figures in the inception of the
Arbory Trust by their real names as their identities were already disclosed in media
archives.®' However, I decided to anonymise those currently working for the Trust by
referring to their job title only because, I argue, by not referring to the speaker of an
interview excerpt with reference to their professional relationship to the Trust would
lose value in context and meaning. Nevertheless, these individuals are identifiable
from disclosure on the Trust’s website. Only the bereaved and pre-registered were
given individual pseudonyms. These are the boundaries of anonymity I felt I could
realistically draw in this research. ‘Privacy’ and ‘informed consent’ are contested,
context specific terms (Mellick and Fleming 2010: 309 citing Homan 1991) derived
from normative ethical guidelines, yet they are not wholly satisfactory. The
vulnerability of the researcher is still at stake even when informing interviewees in
order to gain their consent, because one can never wholly predict the outcomes of
research, such as thematic content for discussion or future publications and ensuing
ramifications of the research. In practice, informed consent is actually a contract of
trust granted by the interviewee which holds the researcher accountable in the face of

many unpredictable outcomes. Though an insufficient ethical tool, it still has its

purpose.

In my case, the consent forms were a naive promise that could never be completely
adhered to and they highlight a tension between normative ethical procedures and the
operationalisation of these procedures in the context of social research.®” At best, the
consent forms symbolised a) a declaration of trust from interviewees regarding a
projection of future and unforeseen circumstances, b) a means of introduction and
formality and c) a panacea for the researcher’s anxiety over the emotional encounter
of interviewing bereaved people. At worst, they represent a mistruth on the part of the
researcher about what it is they are going to do, for an anthropological approach
means the interpretative focus of research — what gets ‘written up’ — is never wholly

predictable before or even during ‘field work’. A certain degree of anxiety persists for

%! For the purposes of Chapter 4.
62 For example, the implications arising from research and the researcher’s aims may not be fully
realised by some research participants or they may become ““invisible” over time” (ASA 1999:4).
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the social researcher concerning whether one is being ‘ethical’, ‘professional’ and

‘rigorous’ throughout the non-linear processes of data-gathering.®’

Multiple Methods

Attitudinal questionnaires®
Structured upon a thematic framework, questionnaires were administered to those

who had pre-registered for a grave space and/or the bereaved of those interred at
Barton Glebe. Those who participated in the postal questionnaire were self-selecting
after I had made an address to the public gathered at Barton Glebe during the Trust’s
annual open day in 2008. The Trust preferred this approach to accessing questionnaire
respondents rather than posting a questionnaire to all those on their mailing list, which
the Trust felt would entail a violation of privacy for those individuals and families

they dealt with.

Questions of validity and generalisability arise when relying upon self-selecting
interview and questionnaire participants because of the unrepresentative, non-random
sampling this approach involves.” However, since the aim of this research was to
gain some ethnographically informed understanding of people’s motives, perceptions
and mode of engagement with Barton Glebe, rather than to make substantive claims
about natural burial as a national burial phenomenon, I did not perceive a lack of
generalisability as particularly problematic. Simpson’s (1998) anthropological
research in divorce courts was similarly reliant upon divorcees volunteering to
participate in his questionnaires and interviews for a longitudinal study on divorce and
separation. He noted “distortions” that enter data samples based upon self-selection
and observed that of the self-selected couples, “over time the attrition was likely to
have moved the samples in the direction of a more educated and articulate group than
would have appeared by random chance” (1998:18). I am aware that this may also

have occurred in my own research at Barton Glebe, particularly with the bereaved.

% See Woodthorpe (2007a, 2009) on similar personal confessions from her research encounter in a
London cemetery.

% See Appendix 9.

% The majority of the bereaved and pre-registered interviewed were pro-natural burial because it had
been actively chosen rather than avoided and moreover, these people knew natural burial existed in the
first place.
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I used the questionnaire as an opportunity to: a) gather a preliminary idea of people’s
views of Barton Glebe, reason for engagement and mode of engalgement66 and b) to
make contact in order to invite volunteers for face-to-face interviews to be conducted
in their homes. I sent out 31 questionnaires with a covering letter®” to those who had
signed up at the Trust’s open day; 23 were returned® and all but four volunteered to

participate in interviews, representing 83 per cent of the self-selecting sample.

The questionnaire was designed for those who have pre-registered for a grave space
with the Trust and those who knew someone interred at Barton Glebe, who 1
collectively refer to as the ‘bereaved’. In designing the questionnaire I was also
mindful that some respondents may fall into both categories. I use the category
‘bereaved’ in the broadest sense as this is a culturally, socially, heterogeneous
group.” I did not include a ‘none of the above’ category on my questionnaire for
respondents to self-identify with because I knew from the Arbory Trust that all

respondents had an existing personal connection with Barton Glebe.

Face-to-face, semi-structured interviews™
Interviews followed up questionnaires to the bereaved and/or pre-registered, as well

as including:

Funeral Directors 7
Clergy 4
Humanist or Civil Celebrants 4
Arbory Trust Staff and Trustees 10
Bereaved and/or pre-registered 27

% E.g. place of funeral, religious or secular, who officiated?

67 See Appendix 9.

6% Representing a 74 per cent postal return rate.

% T use ‘bereaved (visitors)’ as a category of research participants throughout the thesis rather than
‘bereaved families’ because not all those who visit a grave are visiting deceased kin; some visit Barton
to locate a friend’s grave. Similarly I do not refer to the deceased as ‘loved one’ because this assumes a
positive relationship was maintained by a visitor and the deceased.

"I conducted 61 face-to-face interviews and two telephone interviews. Interviews took place in
participants’ homes or work place with the majority conducted between February and June 2009. All
interviews were recorded with the consent of the interviewee on a digital voice recorder and each
interviewee gave voluntary informed consent at the time of interview (see Appendix 10). The
interviews were subsequently fully transcribed and then thematically coded using themes generated
from the data itself, rather than being identified prior to interviews.
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Barton or Comberton village residents 5
Other natural burial providers 3
Local cemetery managers 1
Local eco-coffin supplier 1
Other’! 1

All professionals, pre-registered users and bereaved visitors were approached because
they already engaged with the Trust in some way. However, access to local residents
in the area was opportunistic and random and not all those interviewed necessarily
knew anything of Barton Glebe and/or the Trust. The funeral professionals were
approached through existing professional contacts maintained by the Trust. A letter of
introduction’” was sent to those professionals on the Trust’s mailing list inviting them
to participate in an interview at their place of work. Once an initial core of funeral
directors, clergy and celebrants were interviewed I often found they would
recommend others in their profession to approach. It should be noted that all methods

used involved my disclosure of affiliation to the Trust and my role as a researcher.

In anticipation of eliciting strong emotions from discussing sensitive topics in
interviews, together with my physical presence as a researcher, like Morris and
Thomas (2005) who conducted interviews with terminal cancer patients and their
families, I decided to be flexible and informal in my interviews. Therefore, all
interviews were loosely structured and conversational in style, though I did keep a list
of key how, why and where questions with me as memory aids. Like Arnason (1998)
who conducted interviews in relation to bereavement counselling, I found that
interviewees readily engaged with the interview process. I would usually begin with
greetings and asking “so how come I am sitting here with you today?”, to which
people offered accounts of how they came to be at Barton Glebe the day they signed

up for a questionnaire.

"I Ken West. He is a key public figure in the natural burial movement. I also conducted numerous
informal conversations with other public figures associated with the NDC for example, but only Ken’s
telephone interview was formally pre-arranged.

2 See Appendix 8.
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Though my interviews were highly conversational and without a replicable set of
questions, I hesitate from defining them as ‘unstructured’ because conceptually this is
a misleading term. A/l interviews, including the ‘unstructured’ format commonly used
by anthropologists, are ‘“structured at a number of levels” (Collins 1998:2) and
represent complex, dynamic social constructions where “multiple dialogues are
conducted between multiple selves” (Collins 1998:1). ‘Unstructured’ interviews are
still transformative in nature and are co-produced between the interviewee and the

interviewer.

Place is also transformative by exerting an influence upon interviewee and
interviewer. Retrospectively, I considered if 1 should have conducted interviews
onsite at Barton Glebe rather than the interviewee’s home or work place. My primary
motive for preferring to conduct home interviews was that it presented an opportunity
to gather implicit contextual information on the interviewee from the material culture
evident in their home as well as from the residential location. Also a number of
interviewees were terminally ill and/or had restricted mobility, whilst some lived at
considerable distance from Barton; thus for practical reasons home interviews were
preferred for their own convenience. Owain Jones argues “remembering being-in-
place” and “emotions of (remembered) place are powerful elements of emotional
geographies of the self”, but “remembering through place” (2005:213) also constitutes
this process. Owain Jones’s comment prompted retrospective consideration of how
recollections of a funeral or grave visiting, for example, may have changed in
narrative, tone and emotion if I had asked the bereaved and/or pre-registered
interviewee to comment whilst onsite at Barton Glebe. Woodthorpe (2007b) chose to
conduct informal interviewing at the graveside in her ethnographic study of a London
cemetery and argues that interview content is contingent on the place of the research
encounter as people present their knowledge and understanding differently in different
contexts and times (2007b:87). Perhaps therefore my interview ‘data’ better

represents ‘recollections’ or ‘imagined realities’ rather than ‘realities’ per se.?
Finally, within anthropology there is “a methodological hierarchy which urgently

requires reconsideration” where “a series of stand-alone interviews is often regarded

as the poor relation or handmaiden of a participant-observation study” (Hockey
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2002:210). Hockey’s reconsideration of what exactly constitutes the anthropological
method has been extremely influential in identifying the methods I used. Instead of
understanding the interview (in all its various forms) as standing outside of participant
observation, it is more truthfully “a particular kind of social interaction - one with its
own ethos, habitus and practicality” (Rapport 2002:205). The interview is not
“abstracted from the temporal flow of the life-course” (Rapport 2002:205) and

moreover:

In a world of consultants and confessional chat shows, interviewing
begins to resemble a form of participant-observation. As a practice it
conforms closely to Western categories of experience. (Hockey 2002:220)

Interviews are part of day-to-day life in contemporary England and in the context of
conducting research amongst the bereaved I was surprised by their willingness to be
interviewed. Indeed some informants expected it in my role as a social researcher. I
suspect that the willingness of many of the bereaved I have met is, in part, because
they consciously or unconsciously welcome an outlet for their grief and a listening ear
in a society which so often leaves the bereaved to deal with their grief privately,

especially after a few months have passed from a funeral.

I assume “that reality and social life are always and essentially mediated through
meanings” (Alasuutari 1995:35) and therefore it is my research objective to uncover
these meanings — what they are, why these meanings are created and finally, how they
exist or circulate. Both participant observation and interviews are heuristic devices
that can be utilised to elucidate and understand these ‘meanings’. Moreover, the
complexity of contemporary British society and in conducting participant observation
and interviews that span Cambridgeshire and further afield “requires” the

collaboration of multidisciplinary approaches (Cohen 2002:329).

Observational studies
These took place at Barton Glebe woodland burial site, including three funerals that

took place there and visits to alternative disposal provision in Cambridgeshire and 17

other natural burial grounds in England and Scotland. Site visits always involved
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photographic documentation,”” making field notes on layout, fees, site regulations and
my own impressions. If someone from management was available on site I would

approach them for an impromptu interview.

Finally, the interviews, questionnaires and field visits were conducted in conjunction
with continuous desk-based research that involved following online natural burial

interest groups and blogs,74

as well as online searches for media coverage and
reference to the Trust’s legal and administrative documentation and correspondence

dating back to 1995.

Summary
This chapter has discussed the methods and methodological issues that informed the

doctoral research, particularly how the ‘field” was re-framed in conducting
anthropological research in the researcher’s home culture on a cultural phenomenon
that transcends a fixed geographical locality. The following chapter however, looks
towards the theoretical influences underlying this research rather than the

methodological influences discussed here.

3 Retrospectively, if I were to make changes to my methods I would incorporate the innovative visual
method used by Clayden, Hockey and Green (September 2009 and Autumn 2009) in their concurrent
natural burial research. They visited their case study sites fortnightly over a year to photograph the
same chosen graves. This allowed the researchers to visually capture the seasonal landscape changes
and any changes to memorials by bereaved visitors. This approach revealed subtle, ephemeral changes
that they refer to as the bereaved’s “ghost-lines”, which they argue “indicate a form of ‘dwelling’
(Ingold 2000) within the burial ground” (From a conference paper abstract 2009). In my research I
learnt of these processes anecdotally via interviews and participant observation; however a longitudinal
visual record would have provided salient illustration to complement interview text.

™ Primarily Charles Cowling’s blog: The Good Funeral Guide [Retrieved 09/09/10]
http://www.goodfuneralguide.co.uk/blog/ and following the Facebook Group, Natural Burial in the
United Kingdom, at http://www.facebook.com/group.php?gid=137367937049&ref=mf [Retrieved
09/09/10].
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Chapter 3

On Context: Innovation, continuity and identity in
modern British disposal practices

Apart from a postal survey to pre-registered users of Carlisle cemetery’s woodland
burial provision undertaken by Francis er al. (2005), very little is empirically known
about this latest burial practice. So whilst “natural burial might signify a shift in both
the (material) culture of burial and, more broadly, in environmentally-orientated
ethical practice”, it is important that “other interpretations must be considered”
(Hockey 2007:2). Accordingly, this chapter is concerned with 1) theoretically
mapping those “other interpretations” of natural burial’s social and cultural
significance and 2) identifying assumptions about natural burial in academic and
popular literature, which mainly concern the age and class of those who choose

natural burial.

In expanding upon the brief historical context presented in Chapter 1, this chapter also
asks if natural burial is a newly emergent phenomenon or the reclamation of a
historical practice. The emergence of natural burial is compared with the emergence
of cremation in the mid to late nineteenth-century, suggesting that cremation and
natural burial share some commonalities in their British social emergence. 1 also
argue that there are historical and cultural precedents in the emergence and practice of
natural burial, particularly that natural burial is an innovation that revives romantic
constructions of nature as has been previously seen in the development of garden

cemeteries and crematoria from the mid nineteenth century.

Modern Death Practices in Britain
It is argued that British death rituals in the latter half of the twentieth century have

changed as a result of

...secularization and diversification of religious belief and practice; social
and geographical mobility; the growth of both consumerism and
environmentalism; changing conceptions of home and hygiene; the
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manner and scale of death in two world wars and the professionalization
of care of the dying and disposal of the dead. (Hockey et al. 2001:186)"

‘Modern death’ in Britain is shaped by social processes such as secularisation,
medicalisation of death, privatisation, the disappearance of death from public life, and
individualism.”® Additionally it is argued that death is no longer acknowledged in an
open and frank way and that this “pornography of death” (Gorer 1987) is concurrent
with a mistrust of rituals associated with death, further rendering bereavement a

privatised ordeal (Parkes et al. 2000:4).

The arrival of natural burial and the aligned natural death movement represent an
attempt to reclaim the cathartic nature of death rites and establish a therapeutic means
for grieving in secular society (Wienrich and Speyer 2003). The Natural Death
Handbook (Wienrich and Speyer 2003) was written at a time when there was an
increase in New Age interest in death and dying, fostered by “expressivist” critiques
of secularised, medicalised and individualised death and dying (Walter 1993 referring
to Bellah 1985).”” Walter attempts to define the ‘New Age’ in discussing the New
Age literature on death and dying (1993:132+) though quite how the heterogeneous

concept of the ‘New Age’ is defined is an unresolved and contested debate.

Natural burial has also emerged at a time when scholars claim there is increased
demand for personalised funerals (Garces-Foley and Holcomb 2006, Sheppy 2003,
Walter 1993, Davies and Walter 2008), in which even the book of Common Worship
(2000 Edition) has been amended to accommodate this trend (Sheppy 2003, see also
Denison 1999). This is significant because it means that the Church of England
recognises the demand for personalised funerals and has created liturgical provisions
for it. Personalisation is said to be facilitated by a shift in funeral rites to celebrate the

life of the deceased (Lucke et al. 2006, Prothero 2001) because of the effects of

™ For a general overview of the theoretical orientations and disciplinary approaches to ‘death studies’
see Walter (2008).

76 Walter (1993) refers to these sociocultural processes as the “secularization package”: medicalization,
privatization, individualism, and an expressive approach to bereavement. For a historical and cultural
overview of each of these social phenomena see Walter (1993).

77 Bellah (1985) for example, referred to ‘expressive individualism’ as a cultural turn that placed great
value on the expression of feeling, which became extremely influential in counselling, palliative care
and the hospice movement. Whilst expressivism was a “feature of modern death” in critiquing the
medicalisation of death, Walter argues that expressivism actually enhances the “secularization and
individualization of death” (1993:131).
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consumerism, individualism (Howarth 1996:23, Walter 1997, Davies and Walter
2008) and secularisation (Emke 2002, Walter 2005, Venbrux et al. 2009), in which
people are increasingly no longer finding solace in religious funerals (Howarth 1996,
Walter 1996): thus, alternatives for seeking solace are sought. Though Holloway et al.
(2010:196) make an important suggestion that perhaps the dominance of celebrating
the life of the deceased in contemporary funerals is less evidence for personalisation,
but rather the outcome of seeking some consensus by funeral officiants in the face of

diverse, oftentimes uncertain beliefs.

The effects of secularisation and demands for personalisation upon funeral behaviour
are presented as meta-narratives on contemporary death and dying in Britain.
However, they have only been empirically tested to a limited degree; they are
persuasive yet remain inadequately qualified.”® Moreover, definitions and evidence of
secularisation remain highly contested (Bauman 1992, Berger 1999, Emke 2002, Jupp
2006, Vandendorpe 2000, Wallis and Bruce 1992, Walter 2005).

It is argued that in the absence of a prescribed ‘tradition’ in death many contemporary
Americans, for example, are free to choose from numerous traditions or invent their
own (Garces-Foley and Holcomb 2006:224). This is what the Natural Death
Movement is doing according to Walter (1994-1995). Garces-Foley and Holcomb
(2006:221) suggest that woodland burial in America is facilitating the option for ‘do-
it-yourself® funerals. It is also argued that the opportunity for personalised locations
for interring or scattering cremated remains and associated privatised rites, has also
led to increasingly personalised memorial behaviours (Davies 2002, Prendergast et al.

2006).” Prothero argues there is also evidence suggesting a “reinvestment” of the

™ An exception to this is concurrent research projects undertaken at the Centre for Thanatology,
Radboud University Nijmegen in the Netherlands. Researchers are conducting empirical research into
the effects of secularisation on personalisation in Dutch funeral practices and notions of a post self. Cf.
Mortality 2009, 14(2) dedicated to research findings from these Dutch scholars.

7 Research conducted on the ultimate locations of ashes taken away from British crematoria showed
that a place for the ashes was still important, thus keeping some cultural legacy of burial implicit within
the cultural innovation of cremation and the disposal of ashes (Kellaher et al. 2005). Worpole (2007:5)
argues that “The high proportion of cremations, the legal proscription against the re-use of graves until
the present time, together with the large number of people who make private arrangements for the
disposal of cremated remains, leaves the traditional churchyard, cemetery or burial ground in a
seriously weakened position...”; a situation he identifies as “English/British exceptionalism” in burial
practice. Worpole also argues that the increasing trend to bury cremated remains challenges
distinctions between cemeteries and crematorium gardens, which “are becoming once again like burial
grounds...” (2007:4).This trend is also extended to natural burial grounds. A surprising outcome of
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spiritual in personalised rituals that focus upon the private scattering of ashes
representing “a shift not from religion to irreligion but from certain religious beliefs
and metaphors (most of them Christian) to alternatives (some Asian, some New Age,
and some more modern versions of Christianity)” (2001:12). In short, the improvised
rites that have evolved through the practice of modern cremation “are spiritually
charged” Prothero argues (2001:12), despite the fact that the advent of cremation
generated “a new possibility of engaging with death rites separate from ecclesiastical
control” (Davies 2005b:xxiv; Prothero 2001). The assumption here is that individuals
need an outlet for securing solace in death; if not from god, then from something else:

the body or nature for example.

Identifying Historical and Cultural Precedents
Gittings (2007), an historian, recounts an example of woodland burial that took place

in Derbyshire in 1823, in which a General requests to be buried in unconsecrated
ground in a shroud made of perishable material with his grave marked by the planting
of “Several Acorns” so that “one good tree may be Chosen and preserved and that I
may have the satisfaction of knowing that after my death my body may not be quite

useless but serve to rear a good English oak...” (Gittings 2007:321).

Gittings provides further examples of unusual burial or commemoration that occurred
in Britain between 1689 and 1823. She suggests that contemporary academic interests
in ‘personalisation’ in funerals and disposal are often misguided by assuming that
these personalised expressions are recent socio-cultural inventions since “others were
creating their own individualized burial rituals with vigour and imagination long
before us” (2007: 343). She suggests that individuals were challenging notions of
consecration, identity and established rituals long before the late twentieth century

contrary to the notion that contemporary social change in funerals is the result of the

natural burial has been the request by bereaved and/or the pre-registered and the subsequent provision
by natural burial operators, to inter cremated remains despite negative ecological appraisals of
cremation (West 2005, 2008). One reason for this is that people are looking for aesthetically pleasing
places to locate ashes and natural burial sites appear to fulfil some desire for a peaceful or pretty place,
whereas more longstanding places of human interment or ash scattering, such as gardens of
remembrance or urban municipal cemeteries, have begun to be culturally representative of neglect,
anti-social behaviour, overcrowding and decay.
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modernist ‘cult of the individual’ (Howarth 1996, Walter 1997, Wouters 2002,
Wienrich and Speyer 2003, Long 2005, Garces-Foley and Holcomb 2006).

Whilst I agree with Gittings that we should not lose sight of the historical trajectories
of practices assumed to be emergent today such as natural burial (Gittings and Walter
2010), what has changed is the number of these burials taking place and the
contemporary social context of the practice. Natural burial is now widely available
across Britain and whilst a resurgent interest in the natural world and the landscape
developed in the eighteenth century (Bhatti 1999; Gittings 2007), current interest in
the natural world is often expressed in the rhetoric of eco-politics such as global
warming, recycling and waste. These are issues that have also had a major impact on
government legislation for bodily disposal in this country since the 1990s (Jupp and
Gittings 1999; Jupp 2005; Kellaher, Prendergast et al. 2005; Jupp 2006; McLellan
2007). For example, the Environmental Protection Act (EPA) 1990, which came into
force on 1% January 1991, had a significant impact upon general running costs of
crematoria, as they sought to comply with new regulations on airborne emissions and
other pollution reduction measures (Jupp 2006:173, Jupp and Walter 1999).%
Nevertheless, it is important to realise that history shows some individuals have
always experimented in death rites and separated themselves from popular practices
of the day, challenging the notion that ‘individualism’ is a (post)modern phenomenon

(Gittings 2007).

Natural burial therefore, represents an innovation in burial provision, though the
concept itself is not new. Romantic notions of returning to nature, perceiving
decomposition as a source of fertilisation for the land and using trees as burial
markers have all been employed at various points in human history and imagination
(Francis et al. 2005, Gittings 2007, Uchiyamada 1998). Prior to the eighteenth century
in England a simple burial without a coffin was “the lot of the poor”, whilst it was not
until the late seventeenth century that an increasing number of graves in churchyards
were marked by tombstones (Mims 1999:137). Burial in unmarked graves with

corpses wrapped in shrouds or in biodegradable coffins has been practised in British

% Davies suggests that cremation rates in Britain and parts of Scandinavia “will either plateau out or
recede as ecological concerns, coupled with an ever-growing sense of the personalized wishes of the
dead, lead to interment in natural contexts of woodlands” (2003: 774).
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history, though the revival of these practices in ‘natural burial’ operates in an entirely
different socio-cultural context. Moreover, the innovation of natural burial with
perishable grave markers can be practised today because an unmarked grave does not
carry the stigma it has done at other times in history, particularly in relation to pauper
burials (Richardson 1987). Additionally, the concept of lawn cemeteries in the 1950s
and 1960s saw grave markers flush to the ground so that they did not “impact on the

1
landscalpe.”8

This bears resemblance to the management aesthetics of the Arbory
Trust today who regulate memorials in order to maintain their minimal impact upon
the woodland setting. Therefore, all wooden plaques are placed flush to the ground.
Wool is also being revived as a material to be buried in, such as Hainsworth’s woollen
coffins, launched in 2009.** Historically however, the Burial in Wool Acts of 1667
and 1678 meant all corpses had to be buried in wool unless the Plague was the cause
of death.® Sir Francis Seymour Haden’s (1818-1910) earth to earth movement is also
a reminder that ‘natural’ burial is not altogether a new cultural practice, though the

prevalence of natural burial today is remarkably different (Parsons 2005, Berridge

2001:206).

Burial Reform
Though he began his career as a surgeon, Haden is much better known as a staunch

anti-cremationist. He established the earth to earth movement in 1875 in opposition to
cremation.** As cremation became more popular in Britain, Haden refocused his anti-
cremation argument upon cremation as a source of pollution and its ability to cover up
crimes (Parsons 2005:206, Jalland 1996:204). However, Haden did not simply appeal
for burial reform but for the “whole system following death: the need to improve the
death certification system, to reduce the delay between death and burial (and thus
alleviating the need for a strong coffin), and to regulate undertakers and private

cemetery companies” (Parsons 2005:206).

8! From a report by English Heritage and English Nature (2002:9)

52 http://www.coffins.co.uk/shop/45-Wool-and-Cotton-Coffins [Retrieved 18/07/10]

%3 These acts were repealed in 1814.

% For a detailed account of the burial reform and associated cremation debate between Haden and Sir
Henry Thompson who founded the Cremation Society in 1874 as its President see Jalland (1996: 203-
209) and Parsons (2005).
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Haden designed a ‘perishable’ papier mdché coffin to address public health concerns
of the time and to provide a solution to rapidly diminishing cemetery space for
burials, especially in London.* Haden proposed that a coffin made of materials that
permitted an increased rate of decomposition, placed in a shallower grave, would
permit cemeteries to re-use grave plots over a shorter period (Kazmier 2005; Parsons
2005). Haden’s ‘earth to earth’ coffin was manufactured by Dottridge Brothers in
London until the 1930s. Yet by the time Haden died on 1 June 1910 he had become “a
lone voice” in opposition to cremation (Parsons 2005:219). However, one of Haden’s
anti-cremation arguments that cremation is a source of pollution is shared by natural

burial supporters today.

Innovations Compared: Cremation and Natural Burial
This chapter argues that cremation and woodland burial share parallels in their social

origins as innovations to bodily disposal (Berridge 2001). Britain was the first
European country to popularise cremation (Jupp 2006) and likewise, natural burial
(Green 2008, Joyce 2009). The latter began in 1993 when Ken West, then
Bereavement Services Manager of Carlisle Cemetery, instigated woodland burial in
an unused part of the municipal cemetery in response to his conversation with two
women who, in their disapproval of cemeteries as ecologically barren, wanted to be
buried in their back garden.*® Almost 20 years later, West (2010:15) asserts that “a
significant number of cremationists now recognise that natural burial is the first real

threat to cremation, and take every opportunity to oppose it.”

Those who proactively sought to establish cremation in this country at the close of the
nineteenth century and a century later natural burial at the close of the twentieth
century were driven by ideologies for change through campaigning. However, each

campaign was socio-historically specific; the agenda of the cremationists in the 1880s

% Even in the 1580s strong concerns regarding the “overuse” of London churchyards were being
voiced, prompting wealthier churches to purchase burial ground beyond their parishes (Jupp 2006:21).
The issue of burial space is still unresolved for open cemeteries today and clear government proposals
for the future of disused burial grounds are also still pending (Cf. Dunk and Rugg 1994): “despite a
current cremation rate of 71% (in 2004) a crisis in cemetery space arose in the 1990s and still awaits
practical government action.” (Jupp 2006: xv)

% “The scheme was originally intended for people who had expressed a need for an alternative to
conventional cemeteries and cremation e.g. back garden burials. A secondary appeal was that native
woodland would be created thereby providing wildlife habitats, especially for the diminishing red
squirrel.” (West 2008:104)
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utilised rhetoric from public health, whilst the agenda for those in the Natural Death
Movement from the early 1990s utilised the rhetoric of environmental protection. The
cremationists argued death was a ‘sanitary’ problem (Berridge 2001: 188), whilst
supporters of natural burial it is argued, locate death as increasingly an
‘environmental’ problem (Jupp 2006). Both the cremationists’ campaigns and those of
the natural death movement have utilised secular, materialist arguments concerning

the quality of the environment to gain supporters.

As Berridge highlights, “pollution has played an integral role in shaping the landscape
of death” (2001: 189).*” The cremationists sought an alternative mode of disposal that
would negate the need for overcrowded cemeteries that were often deemed places of
foul air and disease.®® Cremation was pioneered as the cleaner alternative for the
environment by reducing the potential for infectious disease and kept the land for the
living (Jupp 2006). Today, natural burial is marketed as an initiative to improve the
environment by curtailing the need to use cremation and so diminish the amount of
air-borne pollutants, especially mercury from fillings in teeth (King 2008).* By
opposing cremation, the champions of natural burial also claim natural burial uses
fewer raw resources such as imported marble for headstones and oil for fuelling

. . 0
cremators and therefore, enhances benefits for future generat10ns.9

There are also social similarities between those who advocate natural burial today and

those who supported cremation in the nineteenth century:

Support for cremation was strongest among the upper and middle classes,
notably amongst the literary and scientific intelligentsia, and weakest
among the working classes. That minority of people who chose cremation

8 Worthy of future theoretical discussion, I note the paradox that although corpses are often seen as
polluting objects, the living strive to dispose of them using non-polluting means. Perhaps this is
because the non-polluting method of disposal symbolically combats the spread of pollution from the
corpse? There are also interesting binary oppositions implied in these arguments and perceptions
regarding preferred disposal modes that are also worthy of future academic exploration: land/air,
good/bad, change/harm, living/dead for example.

% Following the cholera epidemic in 1847-1848, burial was prohibited in towns from the 1850s for fear
of public health. (Jupp 2006: xiv)

% For a detailed history of the government’s concern with mercury emissions from the cremation
process that were formalised in the 1992 Convention for the Protection of the North East Atlantic cf.
Jupp (2006: 175).

% These arguments were reiterated by the bereaved and pre-registered at Barton Glebe, as well as those
pioneering contemporary natural burial provision in this country. See Chapter 6.
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before 1918 were often unbelievers influenced by the public health
argument, whose mourners were usually hesitant at the unusual prospect
of attending a cremation ceremony. (Jalland 1999:251)

The sample group of bereaved and pre-registered at Barton Glebe lend some support
to Jalland’s argument, in that a significant number were ‘professionals’ or had been.”!
Additionally, some interviewees confided that their friends or family were not always
at ease with the idea of woodland burial just as Jalland (1999:251) comments that
“mourners were usually hesitant at the unusual prospect of attending a cremation
ceremony.”” Despite the sample group I interviewed being mostly professionals, I
hesitate from claiming natural burial is a ‘middle class’ practice however, since this
research utilises a single case study located near to a wealthy, international university
town and therefore, generalisability is limited. Nevertheless, it must be said that
natural burial is often assumed to be a) a middle class practice and b) indicative of the
values and behaviours defining the ‘baby boomers’. For example, Speyer, a founder
of the Natural Death Centre, wrote an article outlining the reasons supporting
“environmentally friendly, natural burial” in the official journal of the Cremation
Society and International Cremation Federation. As well as outlining a pro-natural

burial argument, Speyer claimed that:

Some choose natural burial because they reject the Victorian style of stiff
upper lip men dressed in black and 'a quick service at the crem'. They are
more likely to think for themselves. They usually have strong
environmental concerns, they want to do things in keeping with their
beliefs, they want to make it personal and they often, but not always, have
a spiritual belief that is not readily housed in any of the major religious
traditions. They have a sense of ownership, they feel that this is a very
special event in their lives, which they want to personally be in charge of,
and they do not readily hand over to others who they don't know. They
may decide to organise the funeral with or without the help of a funeral
director and they might or might not want to use a religious minister. They
may choose one of the many officiants now available or officiate
themselves. (Speyer 2006:6-7)"°

*! Professions of those interviewed who had pre-registered included many retired teachers, university
staff, doctors, social workers, a dentist, prison chaplain, freelance writer, former members of monastic
orders, headmaster, librarian and a farmer. There were a few notable exceptions, which in the main
were due to poor physical or mental wellbeing, thus these interviewees were deemed unable to work.
The remainder were housewives or respondents who only disclosed that they were ‘retired’, rather than
commenting upon their former occupation(s).

%2 See Chapter 5 for interview narratives that support this.

% My emphasis added to highlight the implicit assumption here that those who choose natural burial
demonstrate independence of thought and initiative.
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This description of natural burial users and supporters mirrors how ‘baby boomers’”*
are perceived in the media, as free thinkers and challenging the status quo, leading to
unqualified claims that natural burial epitomises the ‘baby-boomer’ generation’s
behaviour and attitude in addressing their mortality (Beckford 2010, Berridge 2001,
Feagan 2007, Harris 2007, Jones 2008, Ministry of Justice 2009, O’Brien 2009,
Whipps 2007, Whitaker 2007, Whitten 2006).”> However, there are problems with
claims that type-set natural burial supporters and/or resort to generational types, as

this funeral director and civil celebrant demonstrates:

The baby boomer generation I suppose are in their 70s now but I'm
getting people a lot older than that, who’ve come from a much more
traditional generation who are still wanting woodland burial, I mean I’ve
got a lady who’s 104! [Me: Why’s that do you think? What’s their
motive?] I wish I could bottle it. I dunno...[pause]...I’d like to be able to
give you a good, glib answer to that but it’s indefinable.

Firstly, I wish to avoid essentialising natural burial’s emergence to an aging ‘baby
boomer’ population since this all-encompassing generational category ignores class,
socio-cultural group, ethnicity, gender, religion, politics and regional demographics
and variations in the UK.”® Secondly, to assume that those who choose natural burial

think for themselves is a value judgement that implies those who therefore use any

% A particular generational group assumed to have a shared cultural outlook arising from common
formative events in the individual lives of those who make up that generation. Therefore ‘baby
boomers’ is a sociological category indicating a period of shared cultural history thought to have
significant ramifications upon social behaviour and change (See Wuthnow 2007: 1-7).

% Prothero’s historical account of cremation in America also concludes that cremation was fostered by
allowing “baby boomers to do death their own way” (2001:212).

% For example, Berridge (2001: 263-64) writes: “For the first generation with the privilege and power
to experience the beginnings of life as an autonomous decision, and to bring self-assertiveness to the
maternity ward, it is a logical progression to wish to control the manner of their demise.” Berridge is
referring to aging ‘baby boomers’, some of whom instigated the natural birth movement. However, of
those I interviewed who had registered for a grave space at Barton Glebe the ‘baby boomers’ — those
between 44 and 64 years at the time of writing — represented a mere 20.8 per cent. The vast majority
were older than this age group and represented 66.7 per cent of those interviewed. If one includes those
pre-registered who completed a questionnaire but declined to be interviewed, then the ‘baby boomer’
sample diminishes further to 18.5 per cent, whilst those older than this generation increase to represent
70.4 per cent of the research sample. Obviously these percentages are unrepresentative because they
are based upon a self-selecting group. Unfortunately, the Arbory Trust do not maintain a record or
database of the ages of those who come to pre-register a grave space. There is much need for a
quantitative survey of natural burial users, of which the ages of those who pre-register for a grave space
is valuable information. Nevertheless, it is important to emphasise the trend in the interview group
because it suggests a challenge to perceived stereotypes of those who utilise natural burial provision.
Generational types may be sufficient for market research but they remain wholly unsatisfactory for
nuanced qualitative research that seeks to understand a cultural phenomenon that to date has received
very little empirical research interest.
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other disposal method are not thinking for themselves, but rather ‘following the
crowd’ of ‘mass’ culture. This attitude is condescending and elitist and suggests class
values. Finally, contrary to Speyer’s claim, a number of those interviewed did have a

religious belief housed in one of “the major religious traditions”.

Jalland (1999) argues that support for cremation originally came from the British
upper and middle classes. As I argue above, Speyer’s description of those to whom
natural burial appeals implicitly espouses class values that are also articulated by
some natural burial providers and are used to inform provision initiatives. For
example, Croydon Council’s proposal for natural burial reports: “Natural burial
customers tend to be white, middle class and deeply concerned about issues such as
organic food and recycling.”®” The values identified in Chapter 6 demonstrate there
are numerous values influencing people’s decision-making to choose woodland
burial, regardless of organic food and recycling. However a number of those
interviewed did represent professional, educated sections of society, with a number
having links to Cambridge University. The core values and decision-making
rationales documented in Chapter 6 do demonstrate that in this research, social class
and education are important and evident in interviewees’ verbal expression.
Interviewees were often erudite and uninhibited in offering their opinions. However,
until a survey is conducted focusing on the socioeconomic demographics of users, the
class-based appeal of natural burial will remain empirically inconclusive. This thesis
mainly utilised a self-selecting group from an open day at one particular natural burial
ground. Therefore, this research is inadequate for addressing issues of social class

despite scholars in ‘death studies’ being called to do so (Howarth 2007a).

Turning from this brief mention of those to whom natural burial may appeal, I now
address the social innovators behind cremation and natural burial. Both British
cremation and natural burial have been initiated by social innovators who seek to
reform burials and funerals with the aid of high profile supporters; an innovative

group according to Berridge who “represent small satellites of radical cultural

’From Croydon Council’s Cabinet meeting (13/11/06) agenda item 9 — Proposal for New Burial Space
under their Bereavement Services 5 year plan (page 36, point 8.5). Cf.
http://www.croydon.gov.uk/contents/documents/meetings/546596/790921/547232/547276  [Retrieved
20/11/09]. The assumption that natural burial provision is for those deemed pagan or “New Age” is
evident in Combe’s (2001) reporting on plans for Barton Glebe.
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activism” (2001:219). Just as the Cremation Society ‘“enjoyed impressive
representation from the upper echelons of society” (Berridge 2001:201) so natural
burial has received support from individuals with public profiles. Public perception
has aligned Princess Diana with woodland burial on private land and Dame Barbara
Cartland’s woodland burial has also lent credibility to the practice (Berridge 2001:
219). Much more recently Wendy Richards, a long-term actress in the television soap
‘EastEnders’, received media attention when her funeral incorporated a bamboo
coffin (Barkham 2009) and Keith Floyd, a TV chef, was recently cremated in a
banana leaf coffin. Others who have opted for eco-coffins with private garden burial
include the playwright Robert Bolt and the politician, Alan Clark (Berridge
2001:220). Meanwhile, the Arbory Trust enlists the following intellectual and
professional elite on their Board of Trustees: The Bishop of Ely, Professor David
Bellamy, Lord Fairhaven, Sir Francis Pemberton, The Right Reverend Dr Geoffrey
Rowell and The Right Reverend Professor Stephen Sykes.

Jupp’s detailed history of British cremation records that “the first category of those
eligible for honorary membership” of the Cremation Society in 1880 were the
scientific elite “promoting the value and respectability of cremation for politicians, the
law, the funeral and mourning industries, sanitary engineers, officers of health,
doctors and clergy” (2006: 61-62). Similarly, the combined professional kudos of the
Arbory Trust Trustees serves to promote the respectability of Barton Glebe. Finally,
just as cremation “was first proposed by a voluntary society led by members of the
professional establishment” (Jupp 2006: 200), so the vigour of campaigns for natural

burial provision in Britain by the Natural Death Centre, relied upon volunteers.”®

However, there are differences in the pace at which these modes of disposal were, and
are, being adopted. One of the social contexts that has changed dramatically is the
communicability of ideas in fostering socio-cultural change. Compared to when the
Cremation Society was first trying to institutionalise itself, the Natural Death Centre
has been able to utilise the internet and television as means to communicate its

campaigns for change and foster authority in natural burial provision.

% A fledgling version of the former London-based Natural Death Centre is now establishing itself in
Australia, championing social change in funerals in the Southern hemisphere and also entirely driven
by volunteers. See http://www.naturaldeathcentre.org.au/ [Retrieved 02/07/10]
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Cremation was initially very slow in its growth rate. From 1885 till 1900 only four
crematoria had opened in Great Britain (Parsons 2005: 225) and it took approximately
another 65 years after the Cremation Act in 1902 for half the funerals in Britain to
involve cremation (Jupp 2006: xvi). Compare this with the fact that within a decade
from the first woodland burial ground opening in England, 182 natural burial sites
were established.” The growth rate of natural burial provision is impressive and
although it does not rival the current preference for cremation in Britain, is developing
into a potential threat for those with commercial interest in cemetery burial according
to some (Harris 2007). This opinion was also shared by a cemetery manager I
interviewed and those interviewees who all preferred a natural burial site to a

cemetery.

Referring to the graphs below, one can observe that since Barton Glebe opened in
2000 there has been a steady increase in the number of interments and reservations
over the years. In mid 2000, there were approximately 50 grave space reservations
and no interments. By the end of 2007 there were approximately 425 reservations and
300 interments; an increase of 750 per cent over seven years for reservations, giving
an average increase of 107 per cent per year, whilst interments over the same period

averaged at 43 burials per year.

% These figures were cited from the Natural Death Centre’s website:
http://www.naturaldeath.org.uk/the_funeral_trade.html [Retrieved 02/03/09]
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Unfortunately, not much can be made of these figures because the increase of 300
interments over a short period begs the question of whether the case study site is
particularly active. How does Barton Glebe compare to other natural burial grounds
over the same period? Moreover, one would also need to compare these figures from
Barton Glebe with those of local cemeteries over the same period to gain some
indication of the total number of people buried, in order to calculate the percentage of
those who chose to use the woodland burial site as opposed to other burial provision.

Nevertheless, a limiting factor preventing the use of these figures for evidence of
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national changes in disposal preference would still prevail because they are limited to
a very small geographical area and sample size, therefore offering minimal statistical
inference. Greater survey research is needed in relation to natural burial, whereas rich

.. . . 100
statistical data exists for cremation.

It must be remembered however, that in recent British history cremation has been
perceived as the antithesis to ‘tradition’, despite currently being understood as the
‘norm’ in funerals, statistically at least. Whether natural burial will follow a similar
historical trajectory, from innovation to tradition, remains to be seen. Harris argues
that North American ‘“natural alternatives” in burial provision will “ultimately”
change modern funerals (2007:6) and it is with a keen eye over the coming years that
death studies scholars will learn how this may unfold. Moreover, in referring to

natural burial users:

I don’t think you can pigeonhole the sort of people that go there [to a
named woodland burial]....I just think that more and more, people just
think it’s the right way to go. It’s the right thing to do, because of course
all the time we’re being told what’s good for the environment, what’s eco-
friendly and people have just become more conscious of it I think, so they
make those decisions [for natural burial] thinking that it’s their
contribution. (A civil celebrant)

This comment, whilst referring to potential natural burial users, also highlights the
influence of authority, public opinion and consciousness-raising upon individuals’
preferences in death practices: who authorises that woodland burial is the right thing
to do and why is it necessary to have a sense of right here at all? By whom are we
being told what’s good for the environment and why does this influence disposal
preference? This is the challenge for sociologists and anthropologists interested in the
cultural practice of natural burial. Moreover, the civil celebrant’s comment regarding
a contribution one can make through one’s choice of disposal mode is interesting
because why should a contribution be deemed necessary in the first place? In Chapter
8 I argue that natural burial can be empowering precisely because it can be understood
as allowing a person to contribute, to give of themselves or partake in reciprocal
relations, which grant a sense of redemption, salvation and/or continuity for the

person facing their mortality. This contribution is facilitated through the

1% See country by country cremation statistics in Davies and Mates (2005).
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conceptualised process of going back to nature: but as Gittings (2007) cautions in her
research, this is not a postmodern idea.'®! The desire to be buried under an oak has
been an enduring romantic ideal in British history. What contemporary, nationwide
natural burial provision is doing however, is to democratise that ideal; British people,
if they so wish can now return to the elements more readily. It is not an option simply

for the “eccentric” or “enlightened” of yore (Gittings 2007).

Innovation and Tradition

The premise behind natural burial “was straightforward and innovative” in that urban
natural burial provision in particular, “provides additional burial space, satisfies a
growing demand for environmentally friendly funerals [and] provides new amenity
green space for the community” (Ministry of Justice 2009:1). However, far from
straightforward, the emergent innovation of natural burial displays parallels with an
‘invented tradition’."* This is achieved through a “set of practices, normally governed
by overtly or tacitly accepted rules and of a ritual or symbolic nature, which seek to

inculcate certain values and norms of behaviour by repetition, which automatically

implies continuity with the past” (Hobsbawn 2005[1983]:1).

For example, the Trust’s woodland burial provision is governed by overt planting
rules in the pursuit of establishing ‘natural” woodland. Custodians of the Trust ensure

that memorials placed by visitors upon graves are made of highly specific materials,

"

"% Similarly Davies argues: "...ecology is not 'post-modern'; if anything it resembles modernity itself
as an overarching story of the way things are and of how we relate to the way things are. It covers how
we eat, what we buy and how we die. Here, too, the body assumes new significance" (2005a: 80-81).
He continues in the same volume to argue that: “While the shared credal beliefs of established religions
in many parts of Europe and beyond have fragmented, and whilst some individuals may have adopted
something of an individualized, self-constructed, idiosyncratic outlook on life, it remains the case that
many have come to share in the scientifically informed notion of ecology" (2005a: 87-88). On the
contrary, Hockey, Katz et al. (2001:208) argue “highly idiosyncratic” approaches to funerals are
postmodern and Walter (1994-95) and Worpole (2003a) both claim woodland burial practice is also
postmodern. I would add a caution here, because it is extremely premature to make assumptions about
postmodernity with regards to natural burial, since natural burial is far from standard choice in Britain
and the designation ‘postmodern’ is itself ambiguous and contested.

192 “Tradition’ is a nebulous word because it can mean “the earliest known written or oral
sources...or...the beliefs and practices that, over the course of history, become accretions to the
original forms” (Beckford 2005:134). ‘Tradition’ is difficult to define because it is socially constructed
and contested, as the scholarship of Hobsbawm and Ranger (2005[1983]) demonstrates. Moreover, “the
deliberate attempt by religious groups to return to tradition is itself a non-traditional strategy that
smacks of a self-reflexive, late modern attitude to knowledge” (Giddens 1994 cited in Beckford
2005:134). The same could be argued for social or cultural reform groups such as the Natural Death
Centre.
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not exceeding particular dimensions, and set flush to the ground to inculcate the
Trust’s future vision for the woodland burial site. The Trust also publishes annual

planting guides freely available from the lodge at Barton Glebe.'®

They specify
which native plants are acceptable to plant upon graves. Legitimacy is aligned with
the concept of a plant or tree species being ‘native’ to the local area. The construction
of ‘native’ and ‘non-native’ categories tacitly reinforces elements of ‘tradition’ in
woodland burial provision. By privileging ‘native’ species, it is implied that ‘native’
trees or plants are somehow older and more authentic than the non-native natural
landscape and subsequently constitute ‘traditional’ English woodland. This idea is
implicitly aligned with a more ‘traditional’ burial mode viz., natural burial. These
planting regulations are one means of inculcating particular values whilst also
creating continuity with the past. The Trust explicitly aligns its provision with a time
that transcends the modern age by claiming on its homepage that: “Woodland burial is
a centuries-old practice which is justifiably enjoying a great revival.”'® By
advertising its provision as a “revival” of an ancient practice, implies that its provision
has temporal continuity, which I argue could be interpreted as justifying woodland
burial as an ‘authentic’ burial mode as opposed to cremation and cemeteries as less

authentic places for interment or the scattering of ashes.

Walter (1994-95) identifies a deliberate invention of tradition taking place in the
natural death movement. The natural death movement asserts a form of ‘traditional’
or ‘natural’ death in order to “highlight the deficiencies of a modern over-medicalized
death” (Walter 1994-95: 245). This was a cultural trajectory of death first commented
on by Gorer (1987 [1965]) in writing about a twentieth century death taboo being akin
to pornography, creating a sociocultural condition that left mourners with
“maladaptive and neurotic responses” (1987: 116). Natural burial and the natural
death movement at the close of the twentieth century and beginning of the twenty-first
century are examples of social inventions in which “bits of death cultures from around
the world are mixed together at will” often with the purpose “to eulogise primitive or
Victorian death, in order to highlight the dreadful taboos and depersonalisation of the
modern way (Lofland 1978)” (cited in Walter 1997:9). This is evident in publications

by those advocating the home funeral and do-it-yourself movement (cf. Gill and Fox

193 See Appendix 2.
1% The Arbory Trust http://www.arborytrust.org/ [Retrieved 07/07/10]
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2004) and some interviewees compared Barton Glebe to the burning ghats of Varanasi

and Zoroastrian ‘sky burials’; all of which were deemed to be ‘natural’ processes.

The legitimacy of an invented tradition can be established through the construction of
an ideal past or ‘golden age’ (Lewis and Hammer 2007:4, Walter 1993 and 1994-94),
which, in relation to natural burial, is often expressed by ‘nature’. Romantic notions
coalesce to produce a perception that natural burial is a ‘natural’ means for disposal,
where one can also be more intimately involved in the funeral and burial process that

subsequently fosters more ‘natural’ emotions.

So it is not just death which is subject to reinvention but ‘nature’ too. It has been
suggested that at the turn of the twenty-first century “there is a hint of the return of

romanticism”'%

in British disposal modes especially with regards to how people
appropriate ‘nature’ for their own spiritual and emotional needs. ‘Nature’ can be
deployed as “a rhetorical contrast with ‘culture’” (Harvey 2007: 279), despite the fact
that ‘nature’ is itself a cultural construct (Davies 2005a, Harvey 2007, Jones and
Cloke 2002, MacNaghten and Urry 1998). ‘Ecology’, ‘nature’ and ‘tradition’ are
powerful rhetorical tools because they can assimilate, exemplify and transfer, either

tacitly or explicitly, moral values and human identities.

Identity, Natural Burial and the Spiritual Landscape

Jupp argues that disposal modes have largely lost their theological significance, partly
because the church lost sole custody of corpses, making modern funerals and disposal
modes mainly a matter of personal and institutional convenience (2006:202). This is
certainly evident in the reasoning behind much local authority interest in establishing
natural burial provision within existing cemeteries or crematoria grounds, because
there is a perception that ‘natural’ burial requires less grounds maintenance and
therefore, lower financial overheads all of which add to institutional convenience. But

what of those who utilise natural burial provision?

19 Erom a report by English Heritage and English Nature (2002:9)
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If funerals are deemed to have lost their theological significance so that hope is no
longer located in God’s Kingdom, Walter (1996)'% argues hope is now found in
“secular heavens”. Natural burial can facilitate a secular heaven by locating the
identity of the deceased closer to the earth rather than the heavens, where affinity lies
between the deceased and the natural environment rather than a religious identity
located with God (Davies 2002, 2005a, 2006b). With fewer people identifying with
the Christian church per se'®” a shift has occurred in the fulfilment of one’s identity
that is very much this-worldly according to Davies (2002). Cremated remains taken
away from crematoria permit a ‘retrospective fulfilment of identity’ by scattering
ashes in a place of significance for the deceased and/or bereaved (Davies 2002:141)
and permits the life-values of the deceased to be reflected in death-values. Moreover,
in the context of a natural burial, the retrospective fulfilment of identity by locating
the deceased in woodland, and in some instances with a memorial tree planted above
the grave plot, grants a sense of “ecological immortality” that Davies speculates is the
outcome of our “consumerist individualism” (Davies 2005a:86) and British society’s
growing institutionalising of ecological ethics to produce a “secular eschatology”
(Davies 2005a:80). Davies (2005a) provides a compelling argument that religion is
being replaced by an ethics and spirituality discourse, in which individual immortality
in heaven is replaced by an ecological immortality for humanity on earth. Davies
offers three meanings of ‘spirituality’ that are popularly used outside of the
ecclesiastical domain from the beginning of the twenty-first century: the embodiment
of belief, the practices of new religious movements and the aim of palliative care to
provide “a mode of reflection upon the quality of life that might be pursued by those
coming to the end of their days” (2005a:85). It is the latter interpretation of
‘spirituality’ that is of relevance here for it is this “means of focusing and giving voice
to experience, emotion and self-reflection in the face of death” in a positive, enabling
manner (Davies 2005a:85) that makes natural burial so salient a concept to those who

favour it. The perception of nature and natural life encapsulated by the concept of

1% See Chapter 11 especially.

97 Heelas and Woodhead er al. (2005) argue there is evidence in Britain of a decline of ‘life-as
religion’ to a growth in ‘subjective-life spirituality’, which they argue accounts for secularisation and
sacralisation both operating in contemporary Britain, whilst Lynch provides evidence of what he terms
“progressive spirituality...a new phase of organization of the religious Left in western society”
(2007:39) that has partly arisen from a need to engage constructively with ecological catastrophe (see
pages 35-38).
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natural burial facilitates the materialisation of this mode of ‘spirituality’ (Davies

2005a).

Empirical data generated by this doctoral research suggests that ‘nature’ is a malleable
concept acting as a conduit for forging and affirming human identities and placing
them in the natural order. For example, some pre-registered interviewees saw ethical
choices made around funerals as an expression of personal faith and respect for God’s
creation. Others were less focused on securing their immortality but rather with
lessening obligations to surviving kin whether financially, emotionally or socially. I
would argue that it is not that a sacred eternal heaven has been replaced with a secular
perception of immortality in ecology, but rather that ‘nature’ is a mutable concept that
can be framed religiously, spiritually, materially etc. This is why ‘nature’ has readily
been used as a means to reveal authentic truths and get closer to ‘authenticity’ by

numerous social groups through time and across cultures (Schmitt 1969).

Despite contestation over the concept of ‘nature’ because of attendant cultural,
religious and social symbols and representations (Daniels 1993 and 1997, Habgood
2002, Harvey 2007, MacNaghten 1998), history demonstrates that ‘nature’ provides
an enduring means of re-configuring identities. Since the eighteenth century
‘woodland’ for example, has encapsulated a culturally “complex symbolic terrain for
rival definitions of Englishness” (Daniels 1993:7), in which the “oldest, richest and
most complex associations adhered to the oak” (Daniels 1997:48). “Woodland’ and
‘forest’ have enduringly symbolised nationhood and politicised identities and agendas

(Ackroyd 2002).

Consider for example, the planting of the National Forest by the Countryside
Commission to bolster the quality of life for the region (East Midlands), the nation
and beyond: “The National Forest...reflects the recent rediscovery of the redemptive
qualities of trees and woodland in landscape and cultural renewal” (1999:17). I argue
this is precisely the rationale behind the Forestry Commission’s investment and
involvement with the Trust in developing Barton Glebe. Just as the Trust planted a
broad-leaf, native woodland, so the National Forest embraced the “English woodland

tradition in the form of broad-leaved species of oak, ash and alder” (Bell 1999:20).
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The site for the National Forest was decided a mere two years before Britain saw its
first natural burial ground open. Bell assesses the National Forest as a political
statement: “In offering a critique of an environmentally destructive world, it seeks to
reassert Britain’s moral position internationally as a progressive society actively
supporting a renewed consciousness of and concern for nature” (1999:17-18).
Similarly, individuals can assert that they are progressive by engaging with a
contemporary “responsible dignified choice” in death by choosing natural burial, in
which a moral position is also reasserted in framing natural burial as an opportunity

for renewing a “sense of the sacred in the natural world” (Owen Jones 2008:156).

...we’re finally seeing the wisdom of allowing Mother Nature to run her
natural course...more of us are coming to believe that a lasting legacy to a
life well lived may be as basic as good earth. Our best last act may, in
fact, be the simple act of using what remains of our physical existence to
fertilize depleted soil, push up a tree, preserve a bit of wild from
development, and, in the process, perpetuate the natural cycle of life that
turns to support those we leave behind. All the better that such basic,
earth-friendly send—offs are sparing of resources, driven by families, and
easy on the pocketbook. (Harris 2007:186)

Whilst there are numerous points of qualification needed to support this statement,
Harris’s conclusion, which attempts to identify natural burial’s allure in America,
does illustrate the moral and spiritual qualities conferred upon ‘nature’ and the

‘natural’ world in this burial practice.

Moral and Therapeutic Landscapes in Death
Aries asserted that for the English, unlike the French, “nature retains emotional

power, and its connections with death are real and profound” (1981:534). Hockey et
al. state that “the aesthetics of death ritual throughout the twentieth century” are
dominated by Romantic configurations of ‘nature’ (2001:272). I argue that these
romantic configurations in the aesthetics of death are currently epitomised in natural

burial practice.

In this current time of supposed heightened environmental risk, gardening is claimed

(X34

to offer “’elevated’ intellectual and moral value”, particularly for the middle classes
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(Bhatti 1999: 185)."”® Loudon’s (1843) book on the planning and layout of cemetery
landscape also spoke of moral improvements that could be facilitated by landscaping

(1843: 12-13, Jupp 2006: 37, Rutherford 2008:28-29):

A garden cemetery and monumental decoration are not only beneficial to
public morals, to the improvement of manners, but are likewise calculated
to extend virtuous and generous feelings. Affliction, brightened by hope,
ever renders man more anxious to love his neighbour. (Loudon 1843: 11)

John Claudius Loudon (1783-1843), a major influence upon nineteenth-century
cemetery design, is credited with the burial plot grid system so often associated with
municipal cemeteries today. According to Jupp, “Loudon instinctively knew that the
cemetery was the place for reform; he sought to civilise death by making the place of
the dead into a garden” (2006: 36). The Natural Death Centre similarly have sought to
reform funerals by promoting alternative places for the dead, such as natural burial
grounds and people’s private land. For the Natural Death Centre, natural burial sites
have been hailed as palliative and spiritual burial places complementing their funeral

reform initiatives.

In Britain, garden cemeteries brought great change in burial provision. Initially
developed by private companies and later run by public authorities, they appeared
after 1800."” The earliest English garden cemeteries were set up by dissenters. In
1819 the first cemetery, the Rosary in Norwich, opened and, because it was non-
denominational, it was therefore seen as “a great innovation” in burial provision
(Rutherford 2008:13). This was at a time when, as a result of urbanisation and mass
migration during the industrial age, parish churchyards had commonly become

110

unhygienic and full to capacity (Elliot et al. 2007:23)." "~ Garden cemeteries were seen

1% Whilst Stearns argues that historically, amateur gardening in the 1840s-1880s was believed to
facilitate the “moral improvement” of the British working classes (1981:391).

199 «pyblicly funded cemeteries remained rare until the 1850s Burial Acts, indicating that legislation
was necessary to encourage the provision of new cemeteries available to all denominations and classes.
Exeter Cemetery was the first cemetery in England to be paid for by public money...” (Rutherford
2008:18). “The majority of cemeteries currently in use were founded in the period 1853-90, when
burial boards were the principal agency of new cemetery land” using monies from the Poor Rate to
cover the expenses of laying out new cemeteries (Dunk and Rugg 1994:10). However, newly created
local authorities from the 1890s increasingly took over the role of laying out cemeteries and burial
boards fell into decline (Dunk and Rugg 1994:10). Cf. also English Heritage and English Nature
(2002:7-9).

"9As Rutherford explains: “By 1830 mortality rates in cities were horrifying and the idea of the
cemetery, detached from a permanent place of worship, was being discussed more seriously. It would
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as a way forward.""" Francis er al. (2005:6) argue that it is particular cultural
constructions of the garden as ““a spiritual and palliative resource that led to its being
privileged as an ideal accompaniment for burial.” Garden cemeteries were intended to
allow the bereaved to make visits to an urban grave in “an attractive and evocative
setting”,''? whilst rural parts of Britain still saw the use of churchyards for Anglican
parishioners and non-conformists opened burial grounds near to their chapels

(Rutherford 2008:18).

In contrast to urban churchyards, where many corpses were crammed
together, private cemeteries offered every deceased person a separate,
identifiable grave with a unique memorial of individual choice, a focus for
romantic contemplation and commemoration. There, money and freehold,
not inherited privilege or the vested power of the Anglican clergy,
provided the middle classes with membership in a new democracy of the
dead and a ‘symbolic geography’ for a new community of the living.
(Francis et al. 2005:32)

The Victorian garden cemeteries that sought “to mirror Elysium by creating an
Arcadian setting for the mortal remains of the deceased: man’s idea of Paradise on
earth” (Rutherford 2008:6, Tarlow 2000b) began to wane in the twentieth century.
They gradually fell out of popularity as cremation became the more common mode of
disposal from the 1960s onwards and sentiments changed. Cemeteries were no longer
always viewed as paradise on earth, but as places of neglect and under-funding, with
regimented, serried ranks of headstones in various conditions of repair. Similarly
crematoria are now sometimes seen to be “banal and anonymous” with a reputation

for “conveyor-belt” funerals (Grainger 2005a:20 citing Curl 2001:193, Walter

solve the problem of overcrowded churchyards by being set beyond the urban centre, allowing spacious
and long-term provision.” (2008:14) London was the first city to be the focus of plans and the idea of
placing cemeteries beyond urban centres revived the ancient Roman practice of “locating burials and
cemeteries on the edge of towns” (Rutherford 2008:9).

"' For further information on the modern cemetery’s origins, garden cemeteries, Loudon’s influence
upon the cemetery as a garden landscape, and the later development of memorial gardens, see Francis
et al. (2005: 30-49) and Tarlow (2000b). An American master’s thesis argues that the professional
landscaping of American cemeteries, in which the aesthetic of the cemetery was believed to aid healing
from loss, was indicative of Anglo-American cultural values influenced by medical theory and
transcendentalism of the early nineteenth century (Rao 2002).

"2 “In the course of the last two centuries the idea has been put forward and gained wide acceptance
that the last resting place of the dead should be in a pleasing environment, less forbidding than the
formal stonework of a churchyard. Hence arose the idea of a cemetery as a kind of garden, arousing
thoughts about the beauty of living things as well as reminiscences of the dead person.” (Francis et al.
2005:xx)
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2005:184). Davies (1995:37) argues that idiomatic reference to a conveyor-belt

expresses a sentiment that crematoria are impersonal and mechanical.

Crematoria were developed by the cremationists as a rejection of “mournful Victorian
cemeteries and called for the abolition of grounds strewn with an endless sea of
derelict graves and withered flowers” (Grainger 2005b:213). Unlike cemeteries

however:

Many early British crematoria, particularly those built in the late
nineteenth century, were denied the opportunity of landscaping, by being
placed within, or adjoining, existing cemeteries. (Grainger 2005b:213)

This is very similar to the development of local authority provision of natural burial
today, as these sites are more often located as adjuncts to existing cemeteries and
crematoria and therefore, more usually lack the aesthetic ‘natural’ qualities of

privately managed natural burial sites.'"

Clearly, gardens, cemeteries and crematoria have all been subject to aesthetic notions
of ‘taste’ and values of the day, reflecting expressions of human relationships with the
wider world, as such they are places invested with moral value. Culturally, they make
a statement about people’s relationship to nature (Bhatti 1999). Just as cemeteries and
crematoria were conceived and designed as beautiful, therapeutic landscapes of their
day, so natural burial’s aesthetic aims to foster a contemporary therapeutic landscape
for the bereaved and dying. The cultural, often romantic understandings of ‘nature’
that inspired the landscaping of garden cemeteries particularly, the notion of
‘nature’s’ transformative capacity for healing, renewal and moral improvement
(Francis et al. 2005), are still implicit in the contemporary innovation of natural

burial.

This latest innovation in burial provision appears to hold appeal because of socio-
cultural constructions of nature and a landscape’s deemed aesthetic qualities that not
only facilitate healing, but also the maintenance of (emotional) health and wellness

(see Williams 1999a:4). To argue that natural burial is perhaps offering a new

'3 See Chapters 1 and 7 for expanded discussion.
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therapeutic landscape in death is to offer a relational understanding of place and space
with human activity rather than simply articulating place as a physical entity
(Williams 1999a:2). It is a theoretical notion increasingly being recognised by
geographers (Williams 1999a:3, Gesler 1993, 2005) that attempts to establish a socio-
ecological, holistic understanding of health and reject the biomedical model aligned
with the medicalisation of health. This is concurrent with critiques of the twentieth
and twenty-first centuries’ medicalisation of death in Britain by academics and
practitioners in death and dying (Bauman 1992, Howarth 1996, Jupp 2005, Jupp and
Walter 1999, Walter 1993, 1994-95, 1996, 2000, Weinrich and Speyer 2003).

Moreover, secularisation and the ‘spiritual revolution’ (Heelas and Woodhead et al.
2005) arguably fosters spiritual revivals in human-nature relations, which renews a
sense of the sacred towards the earth and promotes environmental welfare (Davies
2005a). Perhaps nature’s allure becomes all the more pertinent in an age of perceived
environmental risk (Beck 1995) and ethical consumerism (Dickens 2004).
Vandendorpe for example, observes that contemporary funerals in Belgium are
expressing new identity references which orientate an individual’s sense of belonging
to society and nature rather than religion and local community (2000:29). Perhaps
natural burial is a creative innovation which, symbolically at least, attempts to rectify
perceived damage already wrought or practices that will safeguard the planet. The
emergence of natural burial partly demonstrates that the environment and future of the
planet has tangible meaning for some people. Additionally, there are new emotional
options and a lack of constraint upon them in death, dying and funerals. A time of
emotional choice is upon us more than ever before perhaps, and grief theory has
fostered this in reaction to the medicalisation, and often implied impersonalisation, of
death and dying (Lofland 1978, Walter 1993:131).This is set within a wider “massive
subjective turn” in modern culture (Heelas 2006:224), in which it is argued we seek to
emphasise and express our own individual, subjective selves. Walter (1993:127)
optimistically argues that New Age interests in death and dying ‘“represents a
significant attempt to reverse the secularization of death” whilst the Natural Death
Movement is constructing “new forms of association and new understandings of
spirituality that draw both on present and past” (Walter 1994-95: 245). Harvey makes
a connection between ‘green burial’ and the spiritual needs of pagans: “With the rise

of ‘green burial’ in woodland or meadow sites in which not only ecological concerns
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but also the personalization of ceremonies is stressed, many of the spiritual concerns
of both pagans and New Agers can be met” (2005:5). Sadly, he does not expand upon
this claim in describing how their “spiritual concerns” are being met. Harris concludes
that the contemporary, unitary appeal of natural burial amongst a “disparate group” in
America “is the welcome promise of natural burial: simplicity, low cost, and a return
to the elements” (2007:4). Are these qualities valued by self-identifying pagans and
New Agers? Sociologically we should ask why these associations with natural burial
are welcome today by anyone at all, though further research is warranted to address
this question adequately despite these associations being explored in relation to this

case study in Chapters 6 and 8.

So whilst this thesis cannot substantiate the extent to which secularisation and
alternative spiritualities are inherent to natural burial’s appeal, I do argue in Chapter 6
that there are many romantic values implicit in British people’s decisions to choose
natural burial and Chapter 5 demonstrates that therapeutic relations are evident
between bereaved visitors and Barton Glebe itself. Similarly, this thesis prompts
speculation on the extent to which romantic, therapeutic constructions and relations
with ‘nature’ embodied in the practice of natural burial, facilitates a “renaissance of a
perception of death as a gateway to another existence, that is, an explicitly religious
approach to death” in much the same way it is argued the New Age engagement with
death is doing (Walter 1993:127)? Chapter 8 suggests that to an extent this may be so,
as people who pre-register for woodland burial at Barton Glebe have articulated a
sense of their own symbolic immortality and salvation by giving back or returning to
nature. As 1 mentioned earlier in this chapter, the aligned associations of ‘nature’ in
natural burial enable people to attain and practise a mode of ‘spirituality’ that is
concerned with articulating the ineffable and inalienable qualities of life in “giving
voice to experience, emotion and self-reflection in the face of death” (Davies

2005a:85).

Summary
This chapter argued that natural burial represents a cultural innovation that shares

commonalities in its social emergence with the development of cremation a century

before in Britain. It has also emphasised historical and cultural continuities and
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legacies resurfacing in natural burial viz., that appeals for simplified burials under oak
trees, for example, have been documented from the eighteenth century onwards; that
biodegradable coffins were actually first produced as part of Haden’s burial reform
until the late 1930s; and that culturally understood therapeutic, moral provisions of
‘nature’ greatly influenced the garden cemetery movement’s landscape design in the
nineteenth century. This chapter has also revealed unsubstantiated assumptions
regarding the age and class of those for whom natural burial appeals, as well as
theoretical assumptions that natural burial is fostered by a spiritual turn; a reaction to
‘modern’ death practices; processes of secularisation and the demand for personalised
funerals. These are all assumptions I argue that to date have been inadequately
empirically qualified with regards to contemporary natural burial practice, though

. . 114
research is forthcoming.

From documenting the British socio-cultural context that witnessed the emergence of
natural burial, the following chapter historically traces the emergence and first decade
of the Arbory Trust’s woodland burial provision, which constitutes the case study for

this doctoral research on values and behaviours aligned with natural burial.

"4 Back to Nature? The cultural, social and emotional implications of natural burial a research project

conducted by A. Clayden, J. Hockey and T. Green at Sheffield university.
http://www.naturalburialresearchproject.group.shef.ac.uk/index.html [retrieved 04/09/10]
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Chapter 4

Introducing Barton Glebe

Following the previous chapter’s discussion of British cultural innovations in bodily
disposal this chapter focuses specifically on the innovative provision of the Arbory
Trust at Barton Glebe woodland burial ground, its historical context and geographical
setting, charting the inception, development and first 10 years of the Trust’s provision
to contextualise the ethnographic data of the following chapters. To achieve this,
administrative files held by the Trust dating back to 1995 were extensively drawn
upon, alongside transcribed interviews with representatives of the Trust and Trustees,
material from the Trust’s website, newsletters and a collection of newspaper cuttings,
press releases, detailed site plans and financial appraisals. There is currently no
standard practice or provision with regards to natural burial in Britain with a
particular site’s location and historical development being important factors in
shaping management practices. In recounting key events and decisions made in the
inception and early years of the Trust, this chapter highlights Barton Glebe’s
distinctive provision and describes the woodland burial site’s current landscape and
management practices. The chapter concludes with a brief summary of alternative
burial and cremation provision in the region reflecting on how this may impact upon

the relative success of Barton Glebe.

The Arbory Trust

The Arbory Trust is a registered charity established under the auspices of the Church
of England and launched in 2000 to offer woodland burial provision.'"” The Trust is a

member of the Association of Natural Burial Grounds (ANBG)''® and maintains an

'3 Legal approval of Trust deeds were secured in 2000. However, the Trustees had been meeting since
1996 to discuss the feasibility of implementing woodland burial provision.

"% Launched in 1994 by the Natural Death Centre, the ANBG maintain a publicly available list of all
member UK natural burial sites. Membership to the ANBG is only permitted upon meeting particular
standards in natural burial provision, though sites are rarely inspected. The ANBG’s Code of Conduct
for Members is available at:

http://www.naturaldeath.org.uk/uploads/free %20downloads/Code%200f%20Conduct.pdf.PdfCompress
or-33100.pdf [Retrieved 14/07/10]
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ambition to invest surplus funds to further woodland burial provision around the
country under its name. However, as some working for the Trust admit, they are
currently some way from achieving this ambition and for now, all funds and
management activities are focused upon their only woodland burial site in Barton,
some 4.5 miles South West of Cambridge. The Trust’s administrative office is located

approximately 20 miles away in the Diocesan office of the Church of England in Ely.

Figure 7: A map of Barton Glebe’s location
Source: http://www.arborytrust.org/findus.htm

Despite being a consecrated, Anglican affiliated site, those buried or wishing to be
buried at Barton Glebe come from all religious denominations and none, as well as
from all over Britain. A minority come from overseas, but the majority of those
interred at Barton Glebe were at one time residents from approximately a 25-mile

radius of Cambridge:

Defining our catchment area is virtually impossible. We don't always get
to know where people come from or why, but what does emerge often is
the fact that there has been a Cambridge connection somewhere in the
past...Of course the majority of those buried and (probably) with
reservations do live somewhat more locally. I am not that good at
guesstimating distances but I think it fairly safe to say that we regularly
get people from distances of 25 to 30 miles.""”

"7 An extract from an email received from the Trust Administrator dated 15/12/08.
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The Trust claims to offer “a real alternative to churchyards and municipal cemeteries,
many of which are either full or nearing capacity.”''® Certainly, the Trust’s provision
was unique and innovative because it provided the only consecrated woodland burial
site in Britain with support from the Diocese of Ely until, in 2006, six years after the
Arbory Trust was launched, St Mark’s Church in Bedford received planning
permission for a woodland burial ground located at Keysoe in Bedfordshire.'" This
site, set within 60 acres of existing woodland, was consecrated on 7™ June 2007 by the
Bishop of Bedford, The Right Reverend Richard Inwood. Only the woodland burial
grounds at Barton and Keysoe are consecrated in addition to a privately owned site in
Lancashire.'?’ The Arbory Trust and St Albans Woodland Burial Trust are also less
typical of other natural burial providers in that they are managed, administered and

funded as non-profit making charitable trusts.

Barton Glebe was consecrated by The Right Reverend Anthony Russell, then Bishop
of Ely121 and Chair of the Trustees for the Arbory Trust, on 61 October 2002. The
Diocese of Ely was also supportive in the inception of the Arbory Trust by releasing a
portion of church-owned land, known as Glebe land.'* Barton Glebe was so called

because the Trust felt it appropriate to continue to reflect the history of the land

through its name.

gure 8: Barton leb’ trne
Source: http://www.arborytrust.org/barton.htm

"8 Trust History http://www.arborytrust.org/history.htm [Retrieved 14/07/10]

""" See St Albans Woodland Burial Trust http://www.woodlandburialtrustcom/ [Retrieved 10/09/10].
The driving force behind this site’s provision, the Revd. Charles Royden, had attended the earlier
meetings of the Arbory Trust’s Trustees.

120 Consecrated by the Bishop of Burnley in October 2005, this woodland burial ground located near
Preston, is called Much Hoole. It is privately owned by a funeral director called Geoff C. Whalley. See
http://www.muchhoolewoodlandburialground.co.uk/home.html [Retrieved 13/07/10]

"2 Bishop of Ely from 2000-2010, successor of Bishop Stephen Sykes (1991-1999).

122 See Glebe in Glossary.
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Barton Glebe covers almost 40 acres in total; the collective acreage of South and
North Glebe. South Glebe represents approximately 16 acres of newly established
woodland and, at the time of writing, accommodates almost 400 interments within
nine glades. A neighbouring field on the northern edge of South Glebe, North Glebe,
was grass seeded in the spring of 2009 and planted with whips'® in the winter of
2009/10. North Glebe is not yet open for burials though its 11 glades have been

. 124
assigned tree names.

The Trust is overseen by a Board of Trustees'>

and employs an Administrator,
Arbory Assistant and two site Guardians who are engaged in the day to day running
and management of Barton Glebe. Additionally, there is an advisor to the Trustees
from the Forestry Commission who was instrumental in securing Forestry

Commission grants and designing the woodland burial site’s layout and planting plan.

The planting of South Glebe involved almost 10,000 trees, all native broad leaf
species, with North Glebe gaining 10,440 trees, all from the following species: Ash,
Alder, Hornbeam, Birch, Oak, Wayfaring tree, Yew, Dogwood, Barberry,
Whitebeam, Wild Service, Spindle, Crab Apple, Willow, Field Maple and Aspen. Not
all natural burial ground providers in this country aim to establish native woodland as
part of their provision, some simply allow bereaved families to plant a tree upon an
individual grave, whilst others do not permit individual grave planting with trees, nor

do they plant trees on the site. The Arbory Trust’s vision however, is very much

12 See Whip in Glossary.

2% Whilst the nine glades of South Glebe are named after wildflowers (see Figures 9 and 13 in this
chapter), the allocation of these particular names is not accidental. They serve to intensify
representations of ‘nature’ and further validate Barton Glebe as a ‘natural’ landscape by intensifying
the nature-focused grammar of discourse used in relation to Barton Glebe. See Chapter 7 for further
discussion.

123 At the time of writing in 2009, these are: The Right Revd. Dr Anthony Russell (former Bishop of
Ely), The Revd. Peter Owen-Jones (the visionary and instigator behind the Arbory Trust), Sir Francis
Pemberton (a local retired land agent), P.F.B. Beesley, Esq. (Legal Secretary to the Bishop of Ely and
Legal Adviser to the Trustees), Professor David Bellamy (environmental campaigner), The Right Revd.
Dr. Geoffrey Rowell (Bishop in Europe and Church of England Spokesman on burials and burial
practices), Mr Hugh Duberly CBE (Lord Lieutenant for Cambridgeshire and former President of the
CLA), The Right Revd. Professor S. W. Sykes (former Bishop of Ely 1991-1999 who initially lent
Church of England support to Peter Owen-Jones’s plans for the Arbory Trust in the 1990s), Dr Gareth
Thomas (who, at the Arbory Trust’s inception, acted as an advisor from the RSPB and is currently
responsible for mapping bird species at Barton Glebe) and Lord Fairhaven (arboretum specialist).

67



centred upon creating ‘native’'?® woodland in conjunction with offering woodland

burial.
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For further details about woodland burial contact the Arbory Trust on (01223 303874

Design by Kathy Scolt (www.kathyscott.co.uk)

Figure 9: The glade layout of South Glebe
Source: Reproduced with kind permission from the Arbory Trust

Though the Trust do not permit bereaved visitors to plant trees upon individual
graves, the trees planted by the Trust around the glades can be sponsored.'?’ The
decision not to implement individual tree planting on graves was two-fold. Firstly, as

a Christian charity, the Trust wanted to “avoid any suggestion that life is being

126 Which the Trust understands as mixed deciduous woodland.
127 See Appendix 4.
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reincarnated in the form of a tree.”'*® Secondly, there were anticipated management
issues in the event of a tree dying; how would the bereaved family react and would
the Trust have to replace the tree? Dr Julie Rugg,129 an authority on cemeteries in
England, had written to Bishop Stephen when the Trust was still at the planning stage
expressing concern over the management of privately-run natural burial sites. One

concern she expressed was the bereaved’s emotional investment in trees:

Because we know so very little about the community of bereaved people
who have chosen burial in a woodland site, I think it is best to be on the
cautious side with respect to anticipating their needs with respect to
continued involvement in the site and interest that may be attached to a
specific tree. (From a letter dated 5™ November 1998)'%

Subsequently, the Trustees had to make a decision on whether trees would be planted
in memorial upon individual graves (as was the procedure begun by Ken West in
Carlisle) or would another system be put in place? These two reasons, one theological
and one practical, meant the Trust pursued glade planting with clearings for burial and
provision for a tree sponsorship scheme, whereby an existing tree could be sponsored

in the woodland surrounding each glade.

Sponsorship is acknowledged by certificate at the cost of £50 per tree. However, since
the Trust’s inception the practice with regard to tree sponsorship has changed. The

current practice endorsed by the Trust is:

We will no longer place stakes with numbers by individual trees as has
been the practice in the past - this is a necessary decision to ensure the
appropriate development of as natural a woodland as possible. With an
ever increasing amount of numbered stakes, it had become obvious that

28 In a letter from the Trust to the Archdeacon of Lichfield dated 18" December 1998. Contrary to this
view however, the following chapters demonstrate that the motif of life and the deceased’s identity
continuing in trees, more broadly ‘nature’, is commonplace in the practice and concept of natural burial
and holds much allure for those drawn to Barton Glebe, irrespective of their religious beliefs.

12 Based at the Centre for Housing Policy at the University of York was appointed in 1991 to the
Cemetery Research Group (CRG), established at the University of York in 1990 to conduct research on
local authorities and cemetery conservation. Dr. Rugg is also a principal advisor to the Environment,
Transport and Regional Affairs Committee, in its inquiry into cemeteries conducted in 2000-01, as well
as sitting on the Ministry of Justice Burial and Cemeteries Advisory Group and Re-Use Sub-Group. In
2008, Rugg was elected to the position of Honorary Vice President of the Institute of Cemetery and
Crematorium Management and continues to be an authority on cemetery and burial provision. Further
information on the CRG can be found at:

http://www.york.ac.uk/inst/chp/crg/index.htm [Retrieved 14/09/09].

B0 Weller (1999) also voiced what he saw as potential management problems in natural burial
provision.
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the natural appearance would soon be lost, and thus be deviating from the
continuing aim to develop a natural environment wherever possible.
Existing stakes will remain until they perish naturally, but will not then be
replaced (this is not a change in policy). It must also be remembered that
where a tree has been adopted in the past or indeed will be sponsored from
now on, this does not prevent others from using the ground around it for
burial or cremated remains plots.131
Similar regulations exist around the planting or placing of any flowers upon or around
a grave. Flowers which are planted must be native to the woodland the Trust is trying
to establish. This has been a difficult area to regulate by those responsible for the day-
to-day running of Barton Glebe and as a result, those concerned felt it was necessary
to produce a planting guide for users of the burial ground.'** Similarly, the Trust

created regulations for cut flowers:

Cut flowers can be placed on graves but the Trustees reserve the right to
remove them as part of routine care after a period of time. Artificial
flowers are not permitted.'*?

Plastic, Cellophane and other non-biodegradable components of a bouquet are
actively discouraged and often swiftly removed from a graveside by the management.
A similar view is taken by the management on non-floral items found on or near a

grave:

Essentially, one simple wooden marker (roughly the size of an A3 piece
of paper) is permitted, and must be laid flush to the ground. It must not
have any brass or other plaque attached. Cut (not wrapped) flowers may
be placed, or wild flowers planted, but no vases or baskets (of any kind) or
ornaments of any kind are permitted (even if they are made of wood).'*

The Trust’s enforcement of their regulations is motivated by their original purpose135

to create ‘native’ woodland in conjunction with offering burial, therefore:

P! http://www.arborytrustorg/adpotion.htm [Retrieved 12/12/08]. For further discussion see Chapter 7
Anonymity vs. Memorial: Tree sponsorship and identity

12 See Appendix 2.

'3 Rule 2 of Rules of the Burial Ground http://www.arborytrust.org/rules.htm [Retrieved 13/07/10]

1% July 2007 Arbory Trust Newsletter, page 2. Newsletters were originally sent out twice a year to all
of those pre-registered for a grave space at Barton and to next of kin for those buried at the site. In
2009 the Arbory Trust began distributing newsletters electronically via email. All newsletters dating
back to January 2006 were uploaded onto the Arbory Trust website.

1% See Terms of Reference of the Trust this chapter, page 81-82.
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...all grave markers (which must be wooden) should be flush to the
ground or as near as possible - it was never the intent that very visible
markers should protrude upwards, and we feel that it is important that they
should all be as unobtrusive as possible. It is important to remember that
one thing that distinguishes us from most other cemeteries is that the aim
is ultimately to have no visible trace of graves, and indeed many choose to
come to us for this very reason.'*

The glades are mown annually, though not when there are nesting ground birds or
flowers in season, and this is offered by the management as another reason why
permitted grave markers at Barton Glebe are placed flush to the ground so that a
mower may pass over them. Located along the edges of glades are benches which
bereaved visitors have sponsored, though this opportunity for memorialisation

through the sponsorship of benches ceased in January 2008:

With immediate effect, we have taken the decision that no further benches
will be permitted for the foreseeable future. On close inspection we feel
that there are now more than enough, and we have to turn down requests
almost daily. Imagine what it would look like if we agreed to them all!’

The Trust felt they had enough existing benches and wished to maintain their vision
of providing an alternative burial space that minimised visible traces of graves on an

(establishing) native woodland landscape.'*®

New graves are immediately sown with
grass seed mixed with wild flower seeds to also encourage the invisibility of graves
and a ‘natural’ appearance; a relatively new practice undertaken by the Trust since
January 2008. However, some graves have not been as successful as others in
propagating grass cover, whilst others take longer to sink to ground level.'”
Currently, the Trust keeps a working map in the Memorial Lodge that identifies each
grave’s location, orientation and occupier, be it an existing grave or grave-space

reservation.'*® Reservations at Barton Glebe are accepted in full or part payment and

entitle a person to a grave space within the burial ground:

...but not a particular location, unless it is made for a spouse or partner
who is already buried at the ground. In that case, the adjacent grave space

"% January 2008 Newsletter, page 1. Cf. Chapter 6 and conflict over core values.

"7 January 2008 newsletter, page 1.

"% See issues arising from users’ expectations and experiences of Barton Glebe, particularly concerning
ground maintenance and memorialisation regulations in Chapters 5 and 6.

"9 The rate of descent is attributed to soil type. Barton Glebe is situated upon clay soil.

10 For a discussion of issues concerning grave location choices and orientation see Chapters 5, 6 and 7.
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will be guaranteed. Anyone may express a preference as to where they
may like to be, but this cannot be guaranteed. Reservations can be made in
advance until the Trustees declare otherwise.'"!

The opportunity to secure an ‘X-marks-the-spot’ grave reservation ceased in January
2007 as it was deemed easier for managing grave reservations. This is an example of
how, as the physical site developed, there was also a development of needs, hence
acquiring a lodge and then extending it for example. Further, as more people chose to
pre-register at Barton Glebe, so the Trust needed more thorough management systems

and record keeping. This led a founding Trustee to comment:

I suppose the main organisational change has been seeing how complex
the site has become as more and more people become interested in the
woodland burials...

Over the decade that Barton Glebe has been in operation, the fees have increased only

142
4.

once, in 200 Despite increased fees, entitlements remained the same in 2010:'4

Single grave space entitlement (burial) £750

This carries full entitlement to a reserved grave space. The fee for adjacent plots (e.g.
for spouse/partners) is twice the single fee (£1,500). The Arbory Trust does not dig
double depth plots.

Reservation of grave space (burial) £375

50 per cent of current full payment for a burial plot. The remaining sum due is 50 per
cent of the full cost of a grave space at the time of burial, not at the time of
reservation.

Single grave space entitlement (cremated remains) £350
This carries full entitlement to a reserved grave space for cremated remains.

Friends of the Arbory Trust £25 per year
This provides the opportunity to support the Arbory Trust. No special privileges are
attached.

! Fees and Grave Reservation Details http://www.arborytrust.org/fees.htm [Retrieved 12/07/10]

2 nitially, the fee structure was:
£250  Reservation of a single grave space (cremated remains)
£250  Reservation of a single grave space (burial)
£500  Purchase of a single grave space
£25 Friends of the Arbory Trust

13 As listed at: http://www.arborytrust.org/fees.htm [Retrieved 12/09/09]
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These fees are subject to annual review by the Trustees and relate only to the
provision of a grave space. They do not include fees administered for church or
ministerial services or charges levied by funeral directors for such things as coffin or
casket purchase and grave digger’s fees. The purchased grave space is issued with a
deed number and guaranteed in perpetuity (for 75 years) from the date of burial.
Perpetuity secured through the purchase of a grave space, be it for bodily interment or

cremated remains, varies between natural burial site providers in the UK.

Coffins or caskets used for a burial at Barton Glebe must be made from biodegradable

material, of which there is an increasing number of suppliers available either online or

supplying directly to funeral directors.'**

Figure 10: The Ldge (before extension) at Barton Glebe
Source:http://www.arborytrust.org/lodge.htm

Facilities for a funeral or memorial service at Barton Glebe have changed over the
years. Currently there is an extended timber Memorial Lodge that for a fee can be
utilised for a funeral service. The Lodge is always open when a funeral is taking place
so that mourners have access to toilet facilities and can seek shelter on inclement
days. Though the Lodge is not a chapel it can be used for services, but its size restricts
the number in attendance.'* The Lodge is always manned on a Wednesday between
9-11am, providing an opportunity for visitors to the burial ground to have queries
answered or assistance provided. The Lodge is the outcome of generous donations. It
was constructed in 2005 and officially dedicated on 7™ September 2005 by the former
Bishop, Anthony Russell. The Lodge houses the Trust’s burial register, site maps and

the Memorial Book.'*®

'* Cf. funeral directors attitudes towards eco-coffins in Chapter 5, page 122 -123 and Contemporary
sensibilities of taste in Chapter 6, page 176 -178.

143 See a comment on the extended lodge on page 95 of this chapter.

146 Also a donation by a widow whose husband was one of the first to be interred at Barton Glebe. The
Memorial Book, unlike a book of remembrance at a crematorium, is not permanently on display or
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Figure 11: The Memorial Book
Source: http://www.arborytrust.org/memorial.htm

Barton Glebe: Origins and Site Development

The genesis of an idea
The Revd. Peter Owen-Jones — from now on cited as Peter - was credited by Bishop

Anthony as the energy behind the Arbory Trust and made it his project.147 From 1998
until 2005, Peter ran three parishes in Cambridgeshire as the Rector of Haslingfield
(Harlton, Great Eversden and Little Eversden). He currently holds office as a Rector

in Sussex and occasionally presents BBC programmes on many aspects of religions in

the world.'*®

In a telephone interview Peter freely expresses his views on the Church of England’s
engagement with contemporary environmental issues at a time when environmental
consciousness has taken over so that people see the future as a renewed Eden rather
than Jesus’s resurrection. Peter claims that the Christian eschatological model is on
the wane because Christianity has remained out of sync with society because of a
focus upon the salvation of self over the world: an eschatological framing that he
refers to in terms of Judeo-Christian anthropocentrism. Peter’s views echo those of
Lynn White (1967) who controversially argued that “Christianity is the root of the

world’s environmental problems” as Genesis 1 was understood by Lynn White to

housed in a specially designed cabinet, which grants architectural expression to the book of
remembrance. Therefore, it is questionable to what extent the Trust’s Memorial Book is a focused and
accessible point of memory for bereaved visitors, quite contrary to the significance and role of books of
remembrance at crematoria. See Marshall (2005:92-93) for further details on books of remembrance.

"7 Extract from a telephone interview conducted on 30/06/09

¥ One programme Peter presented, Around the World in 80 Faiths, is the focus of AHRC-funded
doctoral research by Ruth Deller at Sheffield Hallam University, who is interested in the portrayal of
religion and spirituality on television. For further information see:
http://www.ruthdeller.co.uk/?page_id=5 [Retrieved 16/09/10] and https://www.bbc.co.uk/80faiths/
[Retrieved 16/09/10].
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assert human dominion over nature (cited in Truelove and Joireman 2009:806).149

Peter visualises and articulates a way in which the Church can be linked to society by

h150

situating the salvation of self within a greater salvation for eart and in so doing,

151

legitimating the Church’s involvement with woodland burial provision.”™ Peter

believes that so long as people understand Christianity to be the concern of the

salvation of self, they will never be able to see woodland burial as a Christian

- 152
practice. :

Peter recalls he had been reading some New Age literature where monks of another

religious tradition were buried under an apple tree. He liked this idea of orchard

153
9

burial, ~~ which gradually in his mind became ‘woodland burial’. Peter learnt that Ken

9 In some ways Peter’s eco-theological views are indicative of Lynch’s ‘progressive spirituality’,
particularly Peter’s motivation to engage with ecological issues (2007:35+). It is beyond the scope of
this thesis to review debates concerning Christianity and environmental ethics; however, reference to
the following concurrent AHRC-funded research project at Exeter University gives a concise overview
of debates and lists (forthcoming) primary publications from the project led by Professor of New
Testament Studies, David Horrell: Uses of the Bible in environmental ethics [Retrieved 18/07/10]
http://huss.exeter.ac.uk/theology/research/projects/uses/publications/

13 A a historical and cultural comparison Schmitt documents how American clergymen engaged with
nature in a belief that nature was “the gospel of the holy earth” and could soothe “troubled Americans”
in the early twentieth century (1969:19, 145 and 141-145 especially). See Chapter 8 of this thesis for a
broad discussion of salvation in relation to natural burial.

! In an interview with the Archdeacon of Huntingdon and Wisbech who served in the Diocese of Ely
as Vicar of Histon in the parish of Histon and Impington from 1991 to 2005, the Archdeacon also
emphasised the benefits the Church of England could receive by engaging with woodland burial
provision: “I think it’s excellent actually [Barton Glebe]. I mean, both theoretically excellent...but now
having had experience of it as an Archdeacon, I can actually see the value of having that sort of
alternative site. And it’s a very good way for the Church to serve a very different community maybe;
that people of all religions, faith or none can use and that the Church of England can facilitate that to
see some of the benefits that we have. I think more could be made of it being a Church of England site.
Not for the sake of the bereaved, but I think quite often we’re doing a lot of things in the background
and people don’t realise we’re involved and it’s just another way of saying: yeah, we’re here for you
and we care for you as the Church of England, whether you have any faith or not. And I think that’s an
important thing that the Church of England can do because we’re not a membership church but we seek
to serve the wider community.” Cf. this chapter page 97, footnote 191.

12 Taken from a transcript of our telephone conversation, 19/12/2008. Cf. Chapter 5 Consecration and
security page 124-126. Similarly, Truelove and Joireman (2009) claim “Christian beliefs” are
“negatively related to ecocentrism and positively related to anthropocentrism” (2009:808-809), because
“Christians’ lack of awareness of the biospheric consequences of environmental problems is
responsible for their lack of proenvironmental behaviour” (2009:818). This is a bold claim considering
that the plethora of Christian denominations and traditions is never acknowledged and therefore
highlighting the contested nature of the term. I also noted that those Christians represented in the
research were far from a representative sample (cf. 2009:810-811).

'3 One could argue that parallel practices to woodland burial in other cultural contexts include the
sacred groves and planting of fruit trees over burial sites in South India (Uchiyamada 1998), Japanese
tree burial, jumokusou, (Boret 2008) and Taiwanese ‘tree burial’ (Tremlett 2007).
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West'** had also thought of orchard burial about five years earlier in the early 1990s,
but Peter felt he could not implement orchard burial because orchards need big

financial and man-power input to be maintained.

In 1995 Peter approached The Right Revd. Stephen Sykes,'”> who was Bishop of his
diocese at the time and receptive to Peter’s initial proposals for “locating, creating and

. . . 156
managing woodland and meadow burial sites.”"

Peter claims that Bishop Stephen
also understood the total disconnection of the Christian Church from the
environment: The fact that in 2008 they still rant about women bishops and gays
suggests to me just how severe the situation is with the Christian Church being

. . 157
divorced from reality! 5

In a face-to-face interview Bishop Stephen recalled that he thought Peter became
involved with woodland burial provision because he just thought it was consistent
with the Christian doctrine. Creation. That we should care for the earth. Bishop
Stephen explained that he was also receptive to the idea because as a systematic
theologian [ take an interest in everything...it’s everything in the light and belief in

God. There isn’t anything I'm supposed to not be interested in.

Therefore, on 3" February 1996 a meeting was called to discuss the possibilities of
this fledgling idea between the Stephen Sykes, Peter and the Diocesan Secretary, Dr
Matthew Lavis.'”® The Diocesan Secretary remembers those early days working with
Peter and Bishop Stephen; a time when his initial input was to draft a financial

appraisal for the woodland burial site’s proposal:

I said: “would it be a good idea if I did a financial projection?” And I have
to say that at that point I thought this would knock the whole thing on the

'3 Credited with implementing Britain’s first woodland burial ground during his time as the
Superintendent at Carlisle Cemetery (Cumbria) in 1993. In the same year he won an award recognising
this innovative provision from the Natural Death Centre for the most helpful cemetery in the UK.

13 Bishop Sykes was a distinguished Professor of Divinity and Theology at Durham and Cambridge,
before being made Bishop of Ely (1990-1999), after which, he most unusually ceased being Bishop of
Ely to become Principal of St John’s College from 1999 at the University of Durham. He is now
Honorary Assistant Bishop of Durham (Church of England Year Book 2006:545).

1% Correspondence dated 1 June 1995 from Bishop Stephen to the Diocesan Secretary.

7 Transcribed telephone interview with Peter, 19/12/2008.

'8 Dr Matthew Lavis holds a doctorate in geography and prior to being responsible for diocesan
finances in Ely, held a post as Registrar at the University of Buckingham in University administration.
He is also the second supervisor for this collaborative doctoral research.

76



head so we could get back to normal business...there were an enormous
number of variables: Were we going to buy the land? Were we going to
do it on a mortgage? Were we going to get the land gifted to us, and so on
and so forth? We then had the issue of how we were going to allow people
to register interest in this. People who had an interest might not
necessarily need the grave for another 40/50 years so how do we register
in some form of financial appraisal/spread sheet for the next 30 years or
so? How would you take account of the fact that some people might
register but not take up the land?...But it seemed to us, based upon a
crude financial appraisal, that based upon 1000 burials over a period of 40
years and a burial ground of 40 acres I think it was, that it could break
even and it could generate enough money to maintain it...So there were
lots and lots of ifs and buts about it because we were gambling on the
generation — we assumed the generation who’d be most interested in it
would be the younger generation159 — and we thought the elder groups
would be a lot more traditional and therefore, not be interested and so we
had the financial appraisal very much skewed towards people registering
and taking up their place many years later.

Bishop Stephen sent a letter to all the diocesan Bishops outlining intentions for the

Arbory Trust’s woodland burial provision. The response was that:

Nine dioceses were aware of the practice [of natural burial] and the
diocese of Coventry has recently dedicated a burial woodland in
Allesley...Six dioceses (Sodor and Man, Bradford, Norwich, Wakefield,
Gloucester and Hereford) stated that they were not interested in woodland
burials. Ten dioceses (Peterborough, Bristol, Oxford,160 St Albans,
Chichester, Lincoln, York, Durham, Sheffield and Birmingham) were
what can be described as neutral about the prospect. 12 dioceses
(Colchester, Coventry, Ripon, Southwark, Lichfield, Blackburn,
Liverpool, Winchester, Manchester, Worcester, Truro and Chelmsford)
expressed that they were indeed interested in the idea and would like to
hear more about it. The only point of concern within this group was from
the diocese of Winchester who was worried about the strength of
cardboard coffins.'®!

"% Their initial assumption is contrary to the representation of ages I interviewed. Generational
preferences for ‘natural’ burial are discussed in Chapter 3, page 45. Cf. footnote 96.

1 Prior to assuming his position as the Bishop of Ely, Bishop Anthony was previously working in the
diocese of Oxford and was involved in discussions regarding a possible green burial site in Oxford
diocese as some Glebe land was potentially available for such a purpose. By the time he became
Bishop of Ely he was already familiar with proposals for green burial and the Arbory Trust was
established.

1! Extract from a letter from Peter to the Diocesan Secretary sent in 1996 but without a specific date.
Cf. funeral directors reactions to cardboard coffins in Chapter 5, page 122-123.
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The acquisition and development of Barton Glebe
The Estate Secretary to the Church Commissioners sent a letter dated 6™ March 1996

to the Diocesan Secretary listing “parishes in the Diocese of Ely where the

39162

Commissioners own land in blocks of over 40 acres... With identified site

possibilities, the Arbory Trust Working Group undertook site visits:

...Peter Owen-Jones, Steve Scott and I then went out and looked at various
bits of woodland in the diocese that had been planted by the Forestry
Commission, so we could see what early woodlands look like and I went
to look at very mature woodlands in Anglesey Abbey so I had some idea
of how far to plant the trees apart...We searched the diocese’s land bank
and there were about three or four pieces of Glebe land which were about
40 acres. The idea was that it wasn’t necessarily Glebe land, but that it
was land under the control of the diocese and we wanted a piece of land of
about 40 acres and its location was clearly important: and the piece of
land that seemed most attractive was Barton as it was close to Cambridge
therefore, close to an area of high concentration and high number of
churches, many of which have closed churchyards and so on and so forth.
And so this would have a good local catchment where the alternatives
were the crematorium and the cemetery. .. (Ely Diocesan Secretary) '®

In a letter dated 17" October 1996 it was stated by chartered surveyors that the area of
Glebe land identified by the Arbory Trust Working Group was currently occupied by

a tenant farmer. Possession of the land by the Trust could only be obtained once

planning permission was granted.

Planning permission
In January 1997 the Trust therefore began making enquiries into securing planning

permission. In response to plans for the proposed woodland burial site at Barton
Glebe, the Environment Agency’s Chief Planning Officer at South Cambridgeshire
District Council on the 18™ February 1997 wrote:

The Environment Agency would advise that the depth of on-site
groundwater be investigated, in the form of boreholes/trial pits, and
monitored prior to submission of any formal planning application. The

12 Professional advice from the Advisor of the Forestry Commission recommended 40 acres as being
“the minimum size to maintain the flora and fauna of a woodland site” (from correspondence to Carter
Jonas from the Diocesan Secretary dated 1* September 1998).

1% For further information on ‘alternatives’ for body disposal in Cambridgeshire see page 97-101 of
this chapter.
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following should be taken into consideration when analysing

aforementioned investigation:

No burials shall take place within 10 metres of any ditch or watercourse.

No burials shall take place in saturated ground.

No burials shall take place within 50 metres of any well or borehole.

The base of any grave should be a minimum of 2 metres above the highest

recorded groundwater level.
The Environment Agency’s recommendations meant that four trial boreholes had to
be dug in November 1999 to gain information on the amount of groundwater under
the site. This information was necessary for the submission and success of the
planning application. The Trust also had to meet planning regulations on their designs
for a memorial lodge that specified the lodge had to be rural in design, hence the
actual lodge taking the form of a wood-panelled building that many research

participants jokingly referred to as the shed.

Having identified Barton Glebe as the preferred site for the project, serious
consideration had to be given to how the Trust were going to acquire the land and
whether acquisition was going to be facilitated by mortgage, lease/rent or a
combination of the two, and under what time-frame. The chartered surveyors who
hold responsibility for managing Glebelands in the Cambridge area recommended that
the Arbory Trust developed and acquired the 40 acres in stages;' ®* hence South Glebe
being open for burials, whilst North Glebe is currently being landscaped. The
surveyors valued the land per acre and suggested an amount for statutory

compensation to be offered to the tenant farmer.'®

Because we weren’t sure whether this was going to take off or not, we
didn’t take the full 40 acres into management straight away. We got
planning permission for the whole lot, but we left the tenant to farm the
other 20 acres. Once we were sure that the project was going to take off
then we began to think more positively about the second phase...We had
some resistance from the tenant in the first instance who thought it was a
crazy idea and would never take off and we had a certain amount of, not
resistance, but anxiety166 from the local Parish Council; Barton PCC. (Ely
Diocesan Secretary)

1% In a letter to the Diocesan Secretary dated 27/08/98.
1% The figure is stated in the same letter above.
1% See Chapter 5, page 121-123.
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Gaining support from the local parish council was vital, because in order for the
Arbory Trust to secure planning permission, their planning application would have to
go before Barton PCC. It was vital that the local parish council did not feel alienated
from the project and its intended provision. So the Diocesan Secretary went to a

parish council meeting organised by Canon Hugh Searle:

...it was a courtesy really, simply because the burial ground was going to
be in that parish. And it was very interesting because there was the normal
group of people who were concerned about whether woodland burial was
proper; that was voiced but it was a very minor voice. What agitated them
more than anything else, was the notion that the place was going to be
taken over by strangers and that there was going to be no room left for
local people; an anxiety that there’d be so many people wanting to be
buried here that there wouldn’t be any room for the locals. There was a
very parochial anxiety about it, but I won’t put it any stronger than that.
We said that there wouldn’t be any special treatment for people from
Barton but that we didn’t see why people from Barton shouldn’t be buried
there. We didn’t expect the 1000 plots to disappear over night in one
major sale! But we certainly resisted the notion that there should be a
designated area marked off for Barton people. It was a suggestion hinted
at, rather than a proposal. It was quite clear to us that we wouldn’t be
going down that route; I mean why should we be having segregation? We
shouldn’t have segregation of any sort. We weren’t saying ‘“here’s a
consecrated area, and here’s a non-consecrated area. We weren’t saying
here’s an area for Jews or Muslims or Christians or anyone else, nor
here’s a piece of land for people from Cambridgeshire”...So, we didn’t
have any distinction at all!

At a Trustees’ meeting on 2o April 1999 Canon Hugh Searle (then Rector of Barton)
reported that he: “had hosted an informal meeting with the Chairman of Barton Parish
Council, other members of the Parish Council and the PCC. The concept of a
woodland burial sited in their parish was warmly accepted.” Nevertheless, in October
1999, the Parish Clerk to Barton wrote a letter to the Arbory Trust’s representative at
Carter Jonas surveyors, alerting him to the Parish Council’s concerns over “the
potential amount of funeral traffic going through the village.” The Clerk expressed the
view that the Parish Council hoped to see “an indication of policy on this within the
planning application” as well as raising some comments and suggestions on behalf of

the Parish Council ahead of the official planning application.'®’

17 Details from correspondence dated 15™ October 1999.
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Establishing the Arbory Trust: Trustees, administration and charity
status

In minutes of a Trustees’ meeting dated 2o April 1999 held at the Church
Commissioners in Millbank (Westminster), it was decided that although Bishop
Stephen was resigning from his position as Bishop of Ely with effect from 1%
September that year, he would remain a member of the Arbory Trust. A requirement
of the Trust Deed stated that the Chairman must be a Bishop of the Church of
England, hence the succeeding Bishop of Ely, Anthony Russell, became Chairman.'®®
At the same meeting it was also agreed that steps be taken to appoint an administrator
for the Trust'® and that a business plan needed to be funded. For this purpose, four of
the Trustees formed a sub-group to oversee these developments: Mr Hugh Duberly,
Sir Francis Pemberton, the Diocesan Secretary and Peter Owen-Jones. It was also

agreed that the application for planning permission should proceed.

In Barton four days later, on the 26" April 1999, a difficult meeting took place
between the tenant farmer and the Diocesan Secretary. The tenant farmer made it very
clear that he would resist the re-possession of tenancy, which according to him,
represented one fifth of his farming land and thus, damage to his livelihood. In time
however, planning permission was granted and the tenancy was lifted on the 29"
September 2000. This was not without the former tenant farmer making one last
appeal to the Trustees in a hand-signed letter dated 28™ October 1999 that clearly
states what he sees as a wrong-doing by the Church of England to undermine his
livelihood. Nevertheless, the former tenant farmer continues to have a dynamic farm

business in Barton village to this day.

A letter from Lee Bolton and Lee solicitors on 19" August 1999 confirmed the

Charity Commission’s approval to register the Arbory Trust:

1% He retired from his position as the Bishop of Ely on 28" February 2010.

1% A position effected from 23" August 1999. The Arbory Trust’s first Administrative Officer was
initially a part-time post. Primarily the duties of the Administrative Officer were: “To establish an
administrative procedure for the promotion of woodland burials and to maintain a record of those
making payments to join the scheme”, as well as to “prepare a business plan with a programme of
requirements to establish the operation of the woodland burial site in 2001.” (Extract from the
advertised Job Description) This was no easy task however, especially when there were so few
benchmarks for the Administrator to follow. When the Trust advertised this post, they had little idea
that burials would take place ahead of any tree planting the following year.
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...subject to the amendment of the objects clause to the following: The
advancement of the Christian religion by the provision and maintenance
of a public burial ground. Their reasoning is that they see the Charity’s
primary purpose and [sic] advancing Christianity. Access for members of
the public is not sufficient to deem the charity as one for public benefit.
Further, because there are no specific plans with regard to conservation or
preservation of the natural environment other than the natural bio-
diversity which will develop in the burial ground, these factors are not
considered to be the Charity’s primary purpose. (original emphasis)

This led to an agreed re-wording of the Terms of Reference of the Trust, noted in the
minutes of a Trustees meeting held in Westminster on the 24™ September 1999: “and
in addition there should be an added clause to outline the environmental issues upheld
by the Trust.” Subsequently, in November 1999, a special resolution was passed for

the following clause to be inserted:

Without prejudice to the generality of the objects it is the intention of the
Charity to preserve public burial grounds in such a manner as to provide a
semi-natural woodland environment and to ensure a diversity in woodland
structure and safeguard notable species and communities.'”

1999 also saw a number of media articles covering ‘green’ burial provision, which
subsequently enhanced the notoriety of natural burial and the Trust’s site in particular.
Media coverage also enhanced momentum in the run-up to the first burials that took
place at Barton Glebe the following year.'”' However, before the circumstances
surrounding the first burials are described, it is necessary to recount the plans and
design process for Barton Glebe. The planning and planting of South Glebe in the late
90s is integral to what one sees and experiences upon visiting the site today and very
much influences how visitors to and users of the burial ground engage with the

Trust’s provision.

Site design: Planning and planting a native woodland
The Forestry Commission Advisor to the Board of Trustees, Steve Scott, was

instrumental in designing the woodland burial ground and securing funding for tree

planting by the Forestry Commission under their Woodland Grant Scheme (WGS,

' Correspondence from the Arbory Trust’s solicitors dated 8" November 1999.

7 See Cambridge Evening News (Unknown 1999), The Times (Fisher 1999) and The Guardian (Ward
1999). The Guardian article prompted a reservation enquiry to the Arbory Trust from King’s Lynn,
Norfolk.
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later renamed the English Woodland Grant Scheme'’” under new funding
regulations). Steve began a Woodland Grant Scheme application for the planting of
trees in the 16.28 acres of South Glebe in late 1999. Around this time Steve also
conducted a site visit to Carlisle’s woodland burial ground and spoke to the (then)
Cemetery Director, Ken West, who was “full of interesting and practical
information.”'”? However, Steve was not without criticism of Carlisle cemetery’s

provision:

...Although it was impressive on the one hand, it was again planting trees
upon individual graves — it was done in a very regimented, almost war
grave sort of style — and again the recruitment of the trees and the
development of a woodland if you like, was going to take forever and they
were gonna grow and crowd each other out so I just couldn’t see how that
was going to develop as a woodland.'™

Woodland burial sites, in Steve’s view: “won’t solve the crisis of timber prices or add
much in the way of inner city greenspace. They do, however, at a very practical level
offer an alternative to the traditional cemetery or crematorium whilst contributing in a
modest way to woodland creation...But to work satisfactorily they must be sensitively
planned and well maintained” (Scott 2003: 43). So just what were the decisions he

took with regards to planning Barton Glebe and its future maintenance?

Why not just adopt an existing woodland? Well, you’ve got roots in the
way — that’s the first thing, and secondly if you’re talking about our
‘ancient woodland’ (the key post-glacial pearls that are left, our key
conservation assets)...If you start planting people in amongst all that,
technically speaking you’re going to knacker it! So this wouldn’t really
work on an existing woodland site because, a) the roots and b) you’re
gonna knacker the existing woodland. So it all pointed towards planting a
new woodland in a green-field site in which you would then have
permanently open glades and you’d bury people there and then. If you
designed the woodland correctly, you could plant a semi-natural type of
woodland and manage that for the woodland’s sake and the two could co-
habit but they’re not going to be prejudiced by the other bit of land use.

172 The Forestry Commission’s Woodland Grant Scheme funded planting for South Glebe, whilst the
English Woodland Grant Scheme was the primary source of funding for North Glebe. For more
information on these grant-aided schemes cf. http://www.forestry.gov.uk/forestry/infd-6dccen
(Retrieved 03/06/09). Scott claims that “Cambridgeshire is the least wooded county in Britain (3.6%
tree cover)” (2003: 37).

' Correspondence to the Diocesan Secretary, 4™ November 1999.

' From a face-to-face interview with Steve Scott.
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And that was the concept I first worked on with Matthew Lavis and Peter
Owen-Jones and that’s how we came to what we have here...
When choosing a suitable site to establish native broad-leaf woodland, Steve had

several criteria in mind:

1. The site needed to be south facing to receive the maximum sunlight into the
woodland and glades.

2. Ideally, the site needed to have a backdrop of existing woodland and even
more ideally, that the existing woodland needed to be accessible to people
visiting the burial site to create ‘depth’ to the woodland which gives people an
instant woodland ‘hit’ '™

3. The site needed to be free of constraints such as built-up housing, and Roman
archaeology preventing the option for future expansion of the site if desirable.

4. The site must not be too remote otherwise people will not venture from urban
areas to use the facilities.

5. For burial purposes and establishing trees, sand on gravel soil is ideal for
drainage purposes. Clay on chalk soil is far from ideal however; most of
Cambridgeshire is clay on chalk.

6. Finally, Steve had researched the minimum area needed to give you some sort
of woodland experience and a ‘depth’ of woodland around each glade, which

he calculated at roughly 20 to 30 metres.

Similarly, when he designed the glades he had three factors in mind:

1. They needed to be aligned East-West so that they received maximum sunlight.

2. They needed to be accessible (for anticipated future timber extraction for
coppicing) without the need to enter the glades, partly because the ground
might sink under the weight of vehicles where graves have been dug.'”

3. Finally, Steve wanted to be able to offer people choice in the shape and size of

the glade:

13 Steve Scott in interview. See also Chapter 5 (page 126-131) Managing disappointment and the
woodland experience.
' Hence an external boundary ride and a central track up through South Glebe.
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The smaller glades would shadow over earlier, which might appeal to
some people, and they’d also look more woody so they’d be more
attractive to people earlier on compared to the other glades...I wanted
something organic in shape and another of those learning experiences that
emerged after the fact, is that people like their loved ones to be buried in
the little niches, the little bays and alcoves that have been created by the
wavy edge of the woodland."”” We hadn’t anticipated that but again
there’s just this feeling of comfort and nestling into the wood. Those have
been really popular so we’ve exaggerated that in the second phase’s
planting, more than we have done in the first one... (Steve Scott)

Steve wanted to mimic natural systems and this meant that particular species of trees
were clumped together around specific glades rather than have a matrix of lots of

different species spread across the entire site because:

...natural processes tend to clump species together in drifts, so again
we’ve designed it like that. But the disadvantage with this scheme is that
if the soil is not suited to a particular species in a particular location then
you get a lot of deaths and it becomes very noticeable. Whereas if we’d
gone for a very generic mix then there’d be enough of something to come
through and we would have avoided it. (Steve Scott)

When it came to planting the native trees from locally collected seed sources the Ely

Diocesan Secretary recalls:

...About 10,000 whips were put in the ground and to the casual observer
you’d hardly notice that it was planted at all, particularly because the old
grounds were growing through: oilseed rape and beans! And so it was
only when we began cutting it into the shape of the glades that you could
see any kind of structure. It was several years before you could actually
see that there was a woodland there...July 2000 we sent someone round
with a mower to mow the areas which had been designated as glades, and
because those areas were cut but the rest hadn’t, then you began to see the
shape of it. And it was actually very important that we were able to give
people a notion of what the structure would look like. And that is an
argument for why it might have been better to put individual guards on all
the trees, which we’re going to do in Phase II [North Glebe]. The benefits
are: it protects the trees and reduces virtually to nothing the risk of rabbits
and deer damage, it protects the trees from the mowing but also, and this
is where I think we made a mistake, it would also have given instant
structure to the woodland. People would have seen that there was
something there. It would have given visual structure very much earlier.

"7 Glade selection and burial location preferences are discussed in reference to interview data in
Chapter 7, page 203-210.
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Launching the Arbory Trust
The Trust’s launch was bolstered by media coverage (e.g. Combe 2001). However,

long before Barton Glebe opened for burials, the Trust had already received enquiries
from people wanting to be buried at the grounds. In 1998, a lady had written to Ely
Diocese after seeing an interview with Peter Owen-Jones published in the Church
Times dated 12" June 1998. This lady, residing in Staffordshire, had stated a
preference for “green burial” in her will because she felt “the pollution aspect cannot
be ignored” with regards to cremation. Another lady, this time from St Ives in
Cambridgeshire, made an enquiry regarding the Trust’s provision, also in the same
year, as well as an enquiry from Portsmouth where the enquirer hoped to see similar

provision available in West Sussex.

From the outset the predicted site capacity for burial, for South and North Glebe
combined, was estimated at approximately 2,000 burials. However, “it is now
estimated that we have capacity on Phase I [South Glebe] for at least 2,000 if not
closer to 3,000” burials.'” This is just as well, considering the Trust had

underestimated enthusiasm for its provision:

...the thing that amazed us was how committed people were to this
woodland right from the start. Those that were sold on the idea were
committed 110 per cent. They really were. And the first person that was
buried there, he and his wife heard about it in the summer of 2000 because
we opened our books in June 1999 I think, but we said we wouldn’t be
burying people until June the following year by which time we would
have planted the trees and so on. Well, what do you do when a person
registers in autumn 1999, is very keen, thinks it’s a wonderful idea and
comes and looks at the field before you’ve started anything, when it’s just
had a crop of beans taken off of it and thinks this is a really wonderful
place...then dies after Christmas? You can’t say: “well I’'m actually very
sorry but we’re not actually burying people until June.” So this person’s
grave was located in a spot where beans had been taken off in the autumn,
it had been planted with grass but you had these rogue plants coming
through. He was buried and his family said afterwards that it was
absolutely wonderful, but then you look at that field and you thought:
“what on earth are they saying that about!” They have been vindicated
because he’s now part of that group of people who started this woodland,
literally started this woodland, and the trees have grown up around his
coffin. So he was one of the first people who actually had faith in the
project. So it’s nice that we were able to do that. And there were three or
four other people who were buried around that time in a similar situation,

178 Extract from Barton Glebe’s Management Plan 2008-2010.
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which really, if we’d taken a much more rational approach we’d have
done it a bit later. But those were people who were keen and that keenness
has been demonstrated by lots and lots of people who’ve been buried there
ever since and that’s one of the satisfying things about it. (Diocesan
Secretary)

Consecration
On Sunday 6™ October 2002, the then Bishop of Ely, Anthony Russell, consecrated

Barton Glebe.

...every 10 yards or so the Bishop said a prayer and marked the ground
with a cross and did the whole circumference of the woodland and we
finished up having some drinks and refreshments in what was then the
memorial lodge, which was a Portakabin. The Portakabin was covered in
flowers! Painted flowers!...[pause]...I was horrified! But it was good
publicity. (Diocesan Secretary)

The diocesan magazine reported:

The first woodland burial site in the UK to be endorsed by the Church of
England was consecrated last month. In a simple legal and religious
ceremony attended by over a hundred people, the Bishop of Ely, Dr
Anthony Russell, assisted by the Diocesan Registrar Peter Beesley, set
aside the site between Barton and Comberton to be used for burial in
perpetuity...Over 40 burials have already taken place since the ground
opened just over a year ago...New rules had to be drafted to allow
woodland to be consecrated as burial ground in the same way that all
churchyards are. The new rules are likely to be used as a model for other
dioceses to follow. (Ely Ensign, 2002:24) '"°

In England (and before the disestablishment of the Church of England in Wales),
consecration of land had special legal consequences only if it was consecrated by an
Anglican bishop. The Roman Catholics and the (disestablished) Church in Wales
‘consecrate’ land but, unlike Anglican consecration, this has no legal effect other than
that imposed internally on members of those denominations and externally in so far
as, as owners of land, they can impose any restriction on the use of the land that any
landowner can. Homfray (2009) traces the origins of consecration (as a legal

precedent) to pre-Christian Roman law. Consecration:

17 See Appendix 6 for an Anglican service for consecration of a burial ground.
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...possesses a special, recognised and legal effect upon that consecrated.
Once consecrated, the land and all to do with it, including any building, is
subject to the Ordinary, who has a jurisdiction to ensure that on it and in it
the ecclesiastical laws of the Church of England are observed. The same
provision applies to churchyards for burials. In England, consecration
does not appear to have any recognised legal effect on any land or
building not belonging to the Church of England. The essence of
consecration is that something can only be consecrated - and so made
sacred - by a person authorised so to do. (Homfray 2009:38) 180

McGregor (2009) disputes the fact that consecration holds no legal effect if it is
applied to something other than land or buildings belonging to the church:

The Cemeteries Clauses Act 1847 made express provision for the
consecration of ‘any portion of the cemetery set apart for the burial of the
dead according to the rites of the Established Church’, and the cemetery
company was obliged to demarcate the consecrated and unconsecrated
parts. The Local Authorities Cemeteries Order 1977 now provides for a
burial authority to ‘apply to the bishop of the diocese in which a cemetery
is situated for the consecration of any part thereof’. There is no doubt that
the consecrated parts of municipal and other cemeteries are subject to the
jurisdiction of the consistory court, notwithstanding that they are not in
the ownership of the Church of England...Whether the land consists of a
churchyard belonging to the Church of England, or part of a cemetery or
burial ground maintained by a local authority, the legal effect of
consecration is to subject it to the faculty jurisdiction. (McGregor
2009:195)

According to the Arbory Trust’s solicitors “there is nothing in law to prevent the
consecration of a piece of privately owned freehold land”'®' but it is at the diocesan
Bishop’s discretion to consecrate or not. Dedication on the other hand, marks land
symbolically while avoiding the restrictions that consecration places on it. A
dedication can be undertaken by a parish priest, but legally there is no change in

status.

The practical and theological issues discussed prior to the Arbory Trust’s decision to

consecrate the site are of some special interest here; especially since the vast majority

'8 “Since consecrated lands and buildings are set aside in sacros usus for ever (or until legislation
affects the release), they may thus be regarded as given back to God...” (Briden and Hanson 1992:88).
'8! Correspondence to the Legal Advisory Commission dated 1 November 1996.
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182
d.

of natural burial sites in this country are not consecrate At the first meeting of the

Working Group on the 15™ February 1999, it was stated in a report of this meeting
that:

The working group was of the opinion that Christian woodland burial sites
should be consecrated as a clear indication of their sacred nature, and to
distinguish them from other woodland burial sites. We must ensure that
Christian woodland burial sites are ecumenical.

However, opinion was divided amongst the Trustees:

...there were three schools of thought: on the one hand, there were the
very basic, primitive Anglicans, like myself, that thought if this is a
Church of England burial ground then of course it’ll be consecrated! But
then there was the school of thought represented by Peter Owen-Jones
which was a very important one and his argument was that all land has
value in God’s sight and that to consecrate a piece of land was to say that
there was something less good about everything else...The Owen-Jones
view was that by consecrating some land and saying this is special, you
are devaluing everything else. And I think there is enormous merit in that
argument. Against that, there was the third, official school of thought
which was led by Bishop Geoffrey Rowell,'™ who said that it would be
totally wrong for the Arbory Trust to regard itself as a Christian burial
ground and to not consecrate and that view, in the end, prevailed.
Whatever the rights and wrongs of the religious niceties of it, from a
commercial point of view it was definitely the right thing to do because it
gives security’® to people who come along and say: well how long is this
going to remain a woodland burial site? Is it going to be sold for flats in
50 years’ time? They have a feeling that because it is consecrated it is

'82 The owners of the privately owned Muchwood Green Burial Ground tried to get their site
consecrated but after approximately two years gave up their pursuit as, the wife of the farmer who
owns the land explained in an interview: “...the Deacons weren’t interested in Ely. But then, in
hindsight, I said: “well, does it matter?” You know, you’ve got other religions and people with no
religion so it doesn’t need to be consecrated. You can open up to a bigger market. Luckily the local
vicar said he’d come and bless each individual plot if a person wanted it and so it kind of went from
there really, but I wasn’t involved at the time...I just think through lack of knowledge he [her husband]
just thought that was the right way to go; nothing other than that really. But again, with the benefit of
hindsight, it has actually been to our benefit not to consecrate, ‘cos some people have rung up and said:
“it’s not a Christian burial site is it?” And we say: “no, we’re any denomination.” In fact it was the
right thing not to get it done. So it was just lack of knowledge at the time...” Cf. West (2010:105-106)
who offers advice to those natural burial providers considering consecration.

'3 Chair of the Churches’ Funerals Group since 1997. For further information on this Group’s aims
and provision cf. http://www.christianfunerals.org/ [Retrieved 17/09/09]

'8 The Administrator of St Albans Woodland burial Trust made a similar remark about notions of
security in death: “I think the fact we’re a consecrated site, it has nothing to do with religion, nothing at
all! But I think it’s the fact we’re secure. It’s safe; it’s that comfort blanket that people know it’s going
to be there.” See Chapter 5, page 124-126, Consecration and security.
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literally for ever and ever going to be a woodland." That’s not
necessarily the case but it gives surety to people which no other
undertaker can legally give. So that was the reason why it was decided to
be consecrated.'®° (Diocesan Secretary)

The year following consecration, in October 2003, Professor David Bellamy, one of
the Arbory Trust Trustees, visited Cambridge to promote woodland burial at a
conference run by the Trust held at Ridley Hall, a theological training college.
Representatives from 15 dioceses attended, with the aim of considering the
introduction of “similar environmentally friendly burial schemes elsewhere in the

country” (Ely Ensign 2003:4).

Figure 12: The Revd. Peter Owen Jones and Prof. David Bellamy
Source: Ely Ensign 2003 (no. 168):4

On Sunday 7™ September 2005, Barton Glebe’s first memorial lodge was dedicated
by the former Bishop of Ely, Anthony Russell. Finally, the burial ground had the

'8 This is never advertised by the Arbory Trust, however St Albans Woodland Burial Trust do use their
consecrated status as a marketing tool. On the St Albans Woodland Burial Trust website it is written
that: “The woodland is guaranteed and protected for all time, one of only two in the UK with
consecrated status” (http://www.woodlandburialtruStcom/ [Retrieved 14/09/09]).

'8 Of those research participants who completed questionnaires, responses to question C3 and C4 were
varied (see Appendix 9). Of those who stated they did not believe it important that Barton Glebe was
consecrated comments were offered: although I'm pleased that the Church is willing to engage in such
an environmentally friendly activity! Despite for religious reasons it makes no difference to me a
number still stated that they thought Barton Glebe being consecrated would therefore be there forever.
Those who felt consecration was an important aspect of Barton Glebe’s allure usually stated that a
consecrated site was appropriate for their own or the deceased’s Christian faith. Some added that
consecration, in their view, ensured Barton Glebe would never be re-developed for another purpose in
the future. Consecration is clearly aligned with perpetuity, rightly or wrongly, regardless of faith; an
issue discussed further in Chapter 5, page 124-126 and Chapter 6, page 182-183.
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opportunity to offer facilities that could be used by visitors: a toilet; a small, quiet
room with a vast glass window that looked over the burial ground, and refreshments.
The gravelled car park at the entrance, together with the memorial lodge and the
burial ground’s entrance signs gave shape and presence to the long-nurtured vision of
Barton Glebe by all who had tirelessly worked towards establishing the Arbory Trust.
Looking back at the developments made by the Trust, the Diocesan Secretary recalls

the fortunate, unforeseen circumstances that permitted the lodge’s construction:

I had pencilled into my financial appraisal the memorial lodge which was
very much wishful thinking. If we ever got to that stage it would be nice
to have an area where people can gather and as the idea progressed that
developed much more into the notion of having an enclosed office space
and a room in which people could perhaps have a small service. |
budgeted for about £25K but what we’ve got, in the end, cost closer to
£75K. That might not have got off the ground, if again, it hadn’t been for
a gentleman of advanced years ringing up the administrator and saying
that he was interested in what we were doing, having seen it in the
newspaper, could he go up and look at it, but he didn’t want anyone to
know that he was going. And so all of this was done under a cloud of
secrecy and he thought it was so nice [Barton Glebe] that he asked the
administrator on his visit: “what would make a difference to it?” And so
the administrator said: “well, we’re hoping to do a memorial lodge”. And
he said: “well, if I gave you £25K, would that help?” And we said: “yes,
that would go a long way”...That gave us enough money to start off with
and then other donations of money started to come in and we were soon
able to think very positively about doing the memorial lodge. The money
from burials made it possible too. When the lodge was finished we invited
the man to come and see it and he asked if the costs were fully covered
and what was outstanding and so he made another donation! He didn’t
want his name associated with it...that he donated generously to the
memorial lodge. And again that’s something that’s very nice about it. We
haven’t fund-raised in the traditional sense of having to wring money out
of people. People have given very generously and very willingly.'®’

The Arbory Trust Today

The Diocesan Secretary visited a woodland burial ground in Essex in 1996. He wrote

down his impressions of his visit and closed the document with a comment of what he

7 Donations to the lodge exemplify another form of inalienable gift-giving. The fact that these
donations are usually given anonymously only serves to intensify the nature of the inalienable gift. In
other words people give generously to the Trust because it affirms their own core values. It could also
be said that this man’s generous donation is a means of securing symbolic immortality through Lifton’s
(1974, 1976) creative pathway, in which one’s memory and identity is continued by the things one
helped to create during one’s lifetime. See Chapter 8 for an extended discussion.
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saw as immediate priorities for the Arbory Trust upon acquiring a site for woodland

burial. These priorities were, in part, influenced by what he learnt from his site visit in

Essex. They were:

a)
b)

c)

d)

To plant trees

To construct a car park and erect a ‘memorial lodge’. The lodge should display
information about the Arbory Trust, the objectives of the Trust and the
specific information about the burial ground, as well as a small quiet room. In
due course it should record information about those buried in the woodland,
together with a map of the woodland.

To erect a sign board indicating the nature of the woodland. It was possible to
drive past the Essex site without knowing what it was.

In due course it might be advisable to publish some rules or guidelines for
those visiting the woodland.'®®

The Trust has succeeded in fulfilling all the priorities listed above in just over a

decade. In that decade, natural burial provision in Britain and public awareness of

such provision has increased. Not only are the public becoming informed of what to

expect from natural burial, but the Trust has learnt much with regard to users’

expectations and preferences and some of these lessons have been incorporated into

the designing and implementing of Phase II, North Glebe.

188 From a document titled ‘Essex Burial Ground Visit’ dated 11" May 1996; written 3" June 1996.
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Figure 13: The glade layout of North Glebe
Source: Reproduced with kind permission from the Arbory Trust
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Figure 14: North Glebe looking over to South Glebe in June 2010
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Figure 15: Tree species planting plan for North Glebe
Source: Designed by S. Scott of the Forestry Commission and reproduced with his permission
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The glades are smaller in Phase II than initially planned because they’re
more successful and I’ve even gone for a North-South facing glade just to
give some more choice...and the difference in the English Woodland
Grants scheme is that we can now grant aid up to 40 per cent open ground
so the entire gross area has been, or will be, funded by the Forestry
Commission this time round, whereas before, it was the area net the
glades. (Forestry Commission Advisor)

Phase II, now known as North Glebe, represents the remaining 22.72 acres of land
that the Arbory Trust owns and has planning permission for. Provision for 11 extra
burial glades was made public in the April 2009 newsletter and by summer 2009 the
former arable field was ploughed, tilled and seeded with grass to create woodland
undergrowth. Plans were also announced for enlarging the lodge to the public at the
annual Open Evening on 10" June 2009. Signs were also erected on site to remind
visitors to keep dogs on leads and to shut the entrance gate upon departure; a move

that has not gone without comment by some visitors to the burial ground.189

In 2010, at the time of writing, North Glebe has long grass cover and has been planted
with whips in spiral guards, whilst the main track has been mowed through the long
grass.'® Prior to tree planting in summer/autumn 2009, North Glebe contained a flock
of 50 Cumbrian Rough Fell sheep that helped minimise vegetation whilst the land lay
fallow. From January 2010 work also began on the lodge extension so that now 75
people can be accommodated for funeral gatherings rather than the former maximum
capacity of 30. The extension also included renovations to existing kitchen and office
facilities, enabling both funerals and post-funeral gatherings to now take place in one

location. The extended and renovated lodge is one example of how the development

of Barton Glebe has better met the needs of the bereaved.

'8 See Chapter 5, page 119-121 Emotional agents.
1% Clearly visible in the foreground of Figure 14.
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Scale 1:4,633
Copyright Forestry Commission, Ordnance Survey |
Printed: Mar 28, 2008 2:28:18 PM

Figure 16: Aerial photograph of Barton Glebe showing the glade formation of South Glebe and the
grassed field of North Glebe
Source: Reproduced with permission from the Forestry Commission
© Crown Copyright. All rights reserved. Forestry Commission. 100025498. 2009

In looking to the future, one founding Trustee informed me of his aspirations and

visions for the future of the Arbory Trust:

I think it’ll grow organically and I think the idea and the concept will
spread. I think the standards that are there — you know quality of customer
care, infrastructure, management that’s quite a good bench mark for other
people to follow. And I hope not too far in the distant future, but not more
than 10 years though, I hope they can branch out and set up some new
sites as and when they have the staff available for that; when they’re able
to have staff go out and replicate what has been done at Barton.

Certainly, what sets Barton Glebe apart from other ‘natural’ burial sites in the region
is the dedication of the Trust to establish native woodland in conjunction with
offering alternative burial provision. Perhaps this is a luxury for those providers who
do not have to be entirely commercial in their venture and who have benefited from
support and guidance from a wide range of specialists in their fields: from
landscaping, woodland management, land management, burial law and ecclesial law,
to the botanical and ornithological world. Moreover, the cultural capital of the Church

of England through the quiet support of Ely Diocese has certainly been instrumental
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in securing the acquisition of land and establishing the authority and credibility of the

Trust.'!

The consecration of the site has given the Trust almost unique status amongst
natural burial providers and has certainly attracted media coverage of both the Trust

and the burial ground.

The Cambridgeshire Context: Other disposal provision

There are now three natural burial sites in Cambridgeshire, with the nearest to
Cambridge being Barton Glebe. The other two sites are private, commercial
enterprises and neither belongs to the Association of Natural Burial Grounds.
Muchwood Green Burial Ground'” is located just outside the town of Ramsey on a
small area of a farmer’s set-aside meadow. Trees are planted annually upon individual
graves by the management in late autumn. Brinkley Woodland Cemetery,'” to the
East of Cambridge, is near Newmarket on the Suffolk/Cambridgeshire border. Like
Muchwood, this site is arable set-aside belonging to a farmer, however, unlike
Muchwood, the management at Brinkley do not permit the planting of trees upon
individual graves. Both differ markedly from Barton Glebe in that they are not
primarily concerned with establishing a native woodland and neither site is
consecrated or has facilities on site for visitors. All these factors: the motivation for
provision; the ownership and location of the site; site facilities and existing landscape
structures influence the ‘mood’ of each site greatly. It is very difficult to make
comparisons between the ‘success’ of each site since this will also depend on access
to advertising, the geographical location of the site and the number of existing open
churchyards and cemeteries in the area, as well as successful working relationships
with local funeral directors. Thus, even if one had access to annual burial statistics for
each site, comparative inference would be limited, since successful take-up rates for

any natural burial ground is multi-faceted.

! The Arbory Trust is an absolute expression of the same core value observed in the Church of
England: that the church extends hospitality to care for the souls of anybody. The state Church
maintains inclusive membership, as does the Arbory Trust. Despite being a Christian charity, the Trust
extends its provision to anyone who wishes to be interred at Barton Glebe; as has been observed with
parish churchyards. See page 75, footnote 151 of this chapter where similarly the Archdeacon
expresses that Barton Glebe is a means for the Church to serve a different community.

2 http://www.muchwoodburials.co.uk/ [Retrieved 18/07/10]

193 http://www.countryside-burials.co.uk/ [Retrieved 18/07/10]

97



In addition to these three natural burial grounds within Cambridgeshire, other natural
burial grounds exist in all of Cambridgeshire’s neighbouring counties.'”* Moreover, in
2008, Cambridge City Council made a repeat planning application to have a section of
Newmarket Road municipal cemetery utilised as a green burial site, covered
favourably in the local press (Grove 2008). The cemetery’s management have
anticipated that the proposed six-acre woodland burial area will accommodate 150
interments. A third planning application has been submitted since the second
application was vetoed; however problems persist since the cemetery’s management
have discovered an aquifer'” under the designated woodland burial area, preventing
burial for fear of leeching into groundwater. It remains to be seen if the city cemetery

is successful in their third planning application.

Figure 17: The proposed woodland burial area at Cambridge City Cemetery, Newmarket Road
Source: Author’s photo taken March 2009

For residents of Cambridge and adjoining villages, the City Council maintains three
cemeteries: Histon Road (opened 1843, now closed for new burials), Newmarket
Road City cemetery (opened 1901, now full therefore, only open for ‘re-opens’ where
people have pre-purchased grave space) and Huntingdon Road cemetery (opened

2003 on the site of Cambridge city crematorium). The crematorium, off Huntingdon

194 Lincolnshire, Norfolk, Suffolk, Essex, Hertfordshire, Bedfordshire, Northamptonshire and
Leicestershire.
195 A ground water source; essentially mineral water running through rocks.
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Road/A14, was opened privately in 1938 and subsequently taken over by the City
Council in 1950. The crematorium has a memorial woodland for the scattering of
cremated remains. There is also woodland burial provision for whole-body interments
on site, which opened in 2005 and is estimated to hold 150 burial plots, but to date
remains unused. However, the woodland area for the strewing of ashes is popular and

near full.

Figure 18: Cambridge City Crematorium’s ‘memorial woodland’ for the scattering of ashes
Source: Author’s photo taken April 2009

As well as municipal and private burial provision there are also many open

churchyards to be found in the semi-rural countryside around Cambridge. The village

1
d96

of Barton also has an open Church of England churchyar as well as access to the

city crematorium and woodland burial at Barton Glebe, amongst others.

19 St Peter’s Parish Church in Barton [Retrieved 18/09/09]http://www.bartonstpeters.org.uk/
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Figure 19: A map locating Newmarket Cemetery (c), Cambridge City Crematorium (b) and Barton (a)
Source: ©2010 Google - Map data © 2010 Tele Atlas

The villages near Barton (Coton and Dry Drayton for example) also enjoy the same
advantage, but disposal options for those living closer to Cambridge city, or in the city
itself are fewer, as the priest in charge for the parish of Barton, Coton and Dry

Drayton explained:

Barton, Coton and Dry Drayton are all open graveyards. I think if you live
in villages like these, whether you believe or not, you have an affinity
with the churchyard, your ancestors are there! I mean there are still some
families in these villages who go back generations and that’s very
important to people; that sense of place, of rootedness and that’ll be what
will call them back for their funerals...But it is a problem in the city of
Cambridge because I don’t think there are any open churchyards in the
city. And they’ve just started doing burial at the crem but it costs a fortune
and they have ridiculous things like the Bar Hill saga. They have real
problems with Bar Hill because it’s a new village — like a huge estate built
in the 70s — and although they provided a church, they didn’t provide any
burial space and it’s been very contentious because originally the parish of
Bar Hill was carved out of the parish of Dry Drayton and people who
lived in Bar Hill, but before 1990 when that carving took place, have the
right to be buried in Dry Drayton churchyard, which infuriates the people
of Dry Drayton because they like to think that because they live in an old
village they’re above the people who live in Bar Hill. But the poor old Bar
Hillers, even though the crem is just down the road and not inside the
Cambridge city boundary itself, because they don’t live in the city
boundaries, they get charged the outsiders’ rate to use the burial spaces at
the crem! So I have had situations where I have had distraught parents
call me because their child has tragically died but they have nowhere to
bury them at Bar Hill. So I just tell my difficult parishioners to stop being
so unchristian and we bury them in Dry Drayton churchyard, but I think
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that’s what makes the woodland burial site attractive to people who might

not immediately think of it if they had a number of options. I mean I think

people like the idea of somewhere beautiful to come back to if they

anticipate someone visiting the grave and I think that’s another area where

woodland burial comes into its own.
This anecdote illustrates some of the issues that influence the success or failure of
natural burial grounds to attract custom; primarily, site location in relation to other
disposal provision in the vicinity and the strength of ‘tradition’ or ‘community’ that
keeps a geographical area utilising a particular parish churchyard, crematorium or
cemetery. Woodland burial is attractive to those who have a limited number of
options with regard to disposal mode and location because, conceptually at least, it
provides somewhere beautiful for the bereaved to return to; an option valued by a
number of research participants and one that is discussed in Chapter 6. When the
Trust’s Working Group held their first meeting in February 1999 their main
recommendation was “that woodland burials should be offered as a choice, with other
forms of interment, to all Christians in the geographical area of the Diocese [of
Ely].”197 It is to the credit of the Arbory Trust that the disposal choice they have

created actually extends far beyond the exclusivity of Ely Diocese and Christians.

Summary

This chapter has documented the key events and decisions taken in the inception and
first ten years of the Arbory Trust’s woodland burial provision. The decision to
consecrate the site, create native woodland utilising a glade format for burial and not
permit graves to be marked by tree planting, together with substantial support from
Ely Diocese, generates Barton Glebe’s distinction from other natural burial sites.
Having focused upon the Arbory Trust in this chapter, it is to those who utilise the
Trust’s provision that we now turn. The following chapter demonstrates that Barton
Glebe is not only a physical landscape but an emotional one as well, replete with
memories that extend beyond the institutional memory of the Arbory Trust

documented here.

7 From a report of the first Working Group meeting in 1999.
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Chapter 5

If Trees Could Talk: Emotions, memory and nature

From the previous chapter’s historical focus on the Arbory Trust’s emergence, this
chapter turns to documenting the attitudes and behaviours associated with Barton
Glebe and/or the Trust. In doing so, this chapter primarily concerns human ‘emotions’
and the socio-cultural constructions of ‘nature’ to explore people’s engagement with
Barton Glebe and/or natural burial. Evidence suggests that woodland burial allows for
freer forms of behaviour and emotional expression in a more relaxed atmosphere, as
opposed to more customary burial landscapes. This chapter also reveals how objects
placed in Barton Glebe are emotional agents as people can take comfort, reassurance
or offence from them. Further, despite the often assumed anonymity of a grave
without a headstone, bereaved visitors still find ways to personalise a grave and
generate a relationship with the woodland burial site as a way of coming to terms with
their grief. Interviews with funeral directors demonstrate that an element of anxiety is
triggered by clients’ requests for natural burial and/or eco-coffins, because eco-coffins
threaten to jeopardise the professionalized handling of a corpse and funeral; whilst
disappointment can be aroused in the bereaved upon first visiting a natural burial site

as it does not fulfil their imagined allure.

The latter half of this chapter argues that implicit cultural constructions of nature, in
particular the association of trees with qualities such as longevity, renewal and
healing, potentially allow natural burial grounds to become therapeutic landscapes.'*®
Natural burial grounds are marketed as a disposal mode and location that positively
addresses environmental protection. However, this chapter argues that the cultural
phenomenon of British natural burial is much more than simply a response to
environmental concerns and ‘green’ agendas. Natural burial meets the needs of people
who rely upon their imagination when seeking to find hope and renewal in response to
the ontological crisis that death can initiate. The “craving to find in nature a

consolation for our mortality” (Schama 1996:15, Post 2005) is perhaps why the

1% See Chapter 7 for further discussion.
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woodland glades and meadow fields utilised for natural burial are profoundly alluring
as locations for mortal remains. Thus, Barton Glebe is an emotional as well as a

physical landscape (Cf. Ministry of Justice 2009:10).

Emotions
Though this research is not primarily a study of emotions, there is value in the study

of emotions for advancing academic understanding of the behaviours and emotional
displays associated with natural burial. This is because: “Emotion...is everywhere.
Emotion is part of what makes human experience meaningful (just as meanings make
experience emotional)” (Tarlow 2000a:720). Before demonstrating how emotions are
managed, elicited and fostered in Barton Glebe and in relation to natural burial more

widely it is crucial, however, to define ‘emotion’ as it is used in this chapter.

Definition of ‘emotion’
‘Emotions’ encompass a diverse array of historically and culturally contingent

categories. Dixon’s “historical provenance of modern theories of the emotions”
suggests that the category ‘emotions’ appeared in the nineteenth century replacing
terms such as “appetites, passions, affections and sentiments” (2005 [2003]:2). Dixon
claims that the earliest known use of the term ‘emotions’ arose from within the School
of Scottish empiricist philosophers, from David Hume’s Treatise of Human Nature
(1739-40) onwards. Within this academic context “the term ‘emotions’ was baptized
in a way that suggested these mental states were passive and non-cognitive”
(2005[2003]:23). Even today, a cursory glance at the Oxford English Dictionary for a
definition of ‘emotion’ describes an ‘emotion’ as an “instinctive feeling as

distinguished from logic or reasoning” (OED 2006 [2001]:242-243).

Using Lupton’s designated terms there are two general approaches to the study of
emotions: “emotions as inherent” and “emotions as socially constructed” (1998:10).
‘Emotions as inherent’ is a category that encompasses the literature on the physiology
and evolutionary origins of emotions, in which Darwin’s (1999[1889]) pioneering
work, cognitive theory and the work of William James (1890) fall. These works tend

to articulate that emotions are to a greater or lesser degree inherited and shared by all
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humans (extending to animals) and focus upon physiological arousal. Social
constructionist approaches on the other hand tend to focus upon emotions as
contingent (in part or entirely) upon external forces to our physiological bodies and
more importantly, that a degree of emotion is learnt. Constructionist approaches pay
closer attention to the impact of social, cultural and political forces upon our
understanding, expression and application of emotion. According to Lupton (1998),
this broad approach includes the scholarship of Durkheim’s functional-structuralism
(2008 [1915]), Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology (1962) and the work of Hochschild
(2003 [1983]). Other theoretical approaches encompassed by “emotions as socially
constructed” include: poststructuralist theory in which discursive practice means
“emotional experience is the rendering of bodily sensations into language” (Lupton
1998:24); psychoanalysis, which aims to illuminate “the unconscious dimensions of
the emotional self” (Lupton 1998:25) and embodiment theory (cf. Lyon and Barbalet
1994 cited in Lupton 1998) that attempts to readdress the balance of focus in
discursive or cultural constructions of emotion by paying equal attention to how
emotions are lived out, understood and felt in our bodies. Thus, great emphasis is
given to the embodiment and subjectivity of our emotions. There is also growing
interdisciplinarity in the study of emotions (Corrigan 2008, Davidson et al. 2005,
Hinton 1999, Reddy 2001, Rue 2006, Tarlow 2000a), bridging bio-cognitive and
socio-cultural constructionist approaches. By conceptualising ‘emotions’ as “highly
complex bio-psycho—social phenomena” (Rue 2006:123), these scholars attempt to
overcome the nature-culture dichotomy that places emotions in opposition to reason
and synthesise naturalistic concepts of emotions as “innate physiological processes”
(White 2002[1997]:148) with semiotic approaches to the study of emotions that

understand emotions as social and cultural constructions.

This chapter’s ensuing analysis of emotional behaviour in relation to Barton Glebe
prioritises the socio-cultural modes of display and management of ‘emotion’ in a
highly particularized socio-cultural context, rather than seeking to define an ‘emotion’
per se, which is beyond the remit of this thesis. In many ways this chapter concerns
the ‘emotional geography’ of emotions in a woodland burial site: emotion’s “socio-
spatial mediation and articulation” through focusing upon the “emotional relationality
of people and environments” (Bondi et al. 2005:3). In speaking of people’s emotional

engagement with a woodland burial site, the ‘mood’ of the place is also implicitly
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referred to. However, there are subtle distinctions between an ‘emotion’ and ‘mood’.
An