Background to the Church & Churchyard

During the mid-nineteenth century, East Oxford became a suburb of Oxford when the area was developed by landowners including the University. The area had been mainly fields, orchards and marsh land. With the increase in opportunities for work, many workers moved into the area causing a corresponding increase in the need for services for the local population.

In 1859, Father Benson established an ‘iron church’ in Stockmore Street in east Oxford. In 1869 he became Vicar of the newly established Cowley St John Parish. He founded welfare organisations and schools and bought land for an old people's Home and the church & graveyard.

The population expanded, but the sanitation, hygiene and water supply could not keep up. People were still collecting water from pumps at the end of the street. Cholera was a major killer and there were three serious outbreaks during the 1840’s & 50’s when Cowley & St. Clements were affected. The number of children's graves in the churchyard in the 1880s and 90s reveal a continuing high infant mortality rate.

The first person to be buried in the churchyard was Sister Julia Mary from Holyrood on the 18th November 1876. The churchyard was consecrated in 1878 and a celebratory tea for 300 was held at Princes Street School for which parishioners paid one shilling each to attend. By 1883 there were 200 burials in the churchyard but by 1947 there was no room for any more graves, though some people had reserved family plots. There is evidence that more than 3000 people were buried there over the years or have had their ashes interred there. 

