C

ARR VILLA MEMORIAL PARK


Now approaching its centenary, it is a historic site in its own right, being Launceston’s major cemetery since 1905.  Over fifty thousand citizens have been placed here, many cremated since 1939.  It has always been a council operation, while many cemeteries are run by private trusts.  It is a place of people visiting relatives, of family history, the official regional War Grave, a resting place of city notables and anonymous poor, preserving funerary architecture and practices from the 19th to 21st centuries.

Carr Villa began when the Knight's family was granted a portion of what is now Kings Meadows in the 1820s.  Carr Villa House, built 1830, stood on a now bare patch level with the tall rectangular hedge.  This became the eastern border of the original cemetery. It was a famous ladies school run by John Knight's wife Susanah Darke Knight  from 1844-66.

The land was chosen by the Launceston Metropolitan Corporation in 1895, as the town’s church cemeteries were overcrowded.  The State Government purchased CV as early as 1880 and leased it to the LMC in 1902, after years of discussion, hesitation, and dispute.  Many opposed it, despite the pressing need for a new cemetery and the lack of other candidates.  It was three miles from the centre of town, over a mile beyond its municipal boundary, a long way before public transport.  The site had poor soil, and was very dry in summer with no water of its own.


By 1902 council opposition was waning, and contracts were let for preparation.  The Government loaned £3000, and after surveying in 1903, the skilled City Engineer Charles St. John David laid out the initial 5 acres of 20 acres cleared.  He had earlier designed the town’s hydro power station, sewers, public buildings, and Brisbane’s tram system.  In addition to removal of gravel and trees, in 1903-4 the land was ploughed and levelled, new trees and shrubs planted, a house constructed for the Sexton who supervised the site, and an imposing mortuary chapel, all for £2,500. CV House’s original stables became a depot for the tools and horse-cart.


CVMP opened to little fanfare with the interment of John Doran, in the far south-western section, on 1 August 1905.  These early graves face East-West, normal in Christian cemeteries, but unlike the rest at CV, which lie N-S, a considerable innovation in 1905. The various denominational portions were soon dedicated.  The first woman buried was Annie Scanlon, aged 52, on 2 December, whose grave is among the first rows on the left as you enter.  Initial burials were few. The four old cemeteries [Cypress, Charles and High St, Connaught Cres.] were closed, but interments continued in reserved plots until 1925, when the council finally assumed control at church requests.

CVMP slowly grew, 5 acres per 5 years, under St.J David’s guidance and Sexton Stebbings’ care.  Interments in old cemeteries declined and staff were kept busy with burials, tending graves and shrubs and nervously watching the water supply.  Denominational boundaries were rearranged in 1922, as the North-South Anglican/ Catholic division used land poorly.  Some older sections have few graves, though these also represent large areas of ‘free ground’ for the poor.  Many leading families like Holyman, Hart, Monds, and von Bibra contributed imposing, restrained monuments.  In July 1924 David died and was buried in the cemetery he created.  His grave is the first you see entering the main gates, with the powerful epitaph, Si Monumentum quaeris circumspice : “If you seek his achievements, look around you.”  Later City Engineers had less interest in CV, and its prominence, though not its upkeep, diminished.  Sexton Stebbings died in 1936 after 30 years in charge.


The enormous loss and upheaval of the Great War swept away ‘High Victorian’ ideas about death and funerals.  The Imperial War Graves Commission worked to commemorate the city’s war dead, though there are several imposing family statues and crosses as well as the distinctive IWGC headstones which will be maintained by the Commonwealth forever.   There are many who served or were killed in WWII, Korea, an RAAF pilot killed in Vietnam, and a sailor from the 1964 HMAS Voyager tragedy.  The Launceston War Graves site has been improved and enhanced in recent years, with a growth in commemoration and recognition of service.

Trams were finally laid to CV in 1928, though expenses and falling demand cut back service during the Depression.  The line ran up beside the road; the bare outline of the track bed, a broad shallow ditch parallel with the road, removed in the 1950s, may still be seen  among the power-poles and small trees beside Nunamina Ave.   Technological advances and controversy delayed cremation in Launceston. Some were concerned about the safety and sanctity of the deceased, others about smoke, religious objections, citizens opposed to the expense of public money on construction and operation, and to embellished funerals of any kind.

Launceston City Council decided to construct and operate services, to counter these worries. The crematorium chapel, handling area, incinerators, and initial rose beds and niches were designed and built for £10,295 in 1937-38.  The first cremation was carried out in Feb 1939, as war again loomed.  Controversy and war meant the facility was never officially consecrated.  Ministers who supported cremation performed services and succoured relatives anyway.  Cremation took a long time to become popular.

After WWII CV settled back to routine.  The original loan was paid off, though the cemetery ran at a loss, largely due to burials and cremations being administered apart. The Reserve Fund created from fees in 1925 had been used. Cremations slowly overtook burials as the dominant ceremony. More War Graves were developed amid expansion. It was originally intended that the earliest graves would be covered and redeveloped into parkland, as with the older cemeteries which have contributed to the city’s fame for parks and gardens. Some historic Victorian and Edwardian headstones were moved to Carr Villa in 1945-56. A Government loan of £1000 was secured in 1961, though the deficit was £4000. Only once cremations overtook burials in 1968 did CV go barely into profit.

In 1974 management was transferred from the Surveyor’s Dept to Parks & Recreation.  Parts of its reserve were still used for grazing and the council’s tree nursery.  At one point a Matriculation college was proposed for the far south-eastern area still kept as bush today.  Plans for converting the older graves into park were never carried out. By the late 1980s, preserving heritage was important, and the earliest graves are kept with the new.

Level lawn plots began to change the cemetery’s appearance in 1978.  These are easier for staff to keep and are more in tune with the surrounding environment of grass, trees, and the adjoining nature reserve.  Once traditional plots were filled, with most citizens choosing cremation with rosebushes, use of large headstones and concrete edging ended.  Several pools and more shrubbery also broadened the appeal and appearance of the cemetery and services.

This did not mean narrower choices.  In addition to cremation (and placement in niches, rose beds or scattering by family), and the lawn cemetery, in 1982 a new ‘Limited Monumental’ style became available, where smaller headstones are placed atop beams.  These are favoured by Catholic, Orthodox and Asian clients, who prefer more traditional distinctive funerals and commemoration.

Modern cemeteries are about freedom of choice and variety of service; the most open and appropriate means for relatives to inter and visit their relatives. Carr Villa’s services have developed with the community, from the monuments to old Chinese families among early Anglican graves to the Mediterranean, Balkan and eastern European epitaphs in the Limited Monumental section. 

Vandalism has been a minor problem from the early years.  Arson in 1992 destroyed one of the two hedge depots, which sadly included the converted original stables from CV House, one of the few remaining links with the beginnings of the site and the area.  A secure new depot for machinery and equipment, as well as staff facilities, replaced it beyond the eastern end of the cemetery.

The State Government permanently transferred ownership to the City Council in 1996, giving stability to take it into the challenges of the 21st century.   Carr Villa remains an unique and fascinating place, offering modern facilities, sensitivity, openness and ample choice to its clientele, on a secure and richly developed site.  Its dedicated, specialised workforce have a sense of mission and an understanding of their role in the community.

