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SPRING/SUMMER 2022 NEWSLETTER 
 

Welcome to the Spring/Summer 2022 Newsletter of the Friends of Mill Road Cemetery. The Friends 

work with other parties to help preserve the Cemetery as a place of history, remembrance, spirituality, 

and nature, and all these aspects are represented in this issue’s round-up of stories. 

Thank you for your support. 

 

The Friends of Mill Road Cemetery is a member of the National Council for Voluntary Organisations. 

All events and activities in Mill Road Cemetery take place with agreement from  

Cambridge City Council and the Parochial Burial Grounds Management Committee 

 
 

Honouring the memory of ‘the last climbing boy’: 

George Brewster commemorated with blue plaque 
A campaign led by local historian Joanna Hudson and supported by the Friends of Mill Road 

Cemetery, the Museum of Cambridge, and the 12th Earl of Shaftesbury, has succeeded in 

obtaining a permanent memorial to chimney sweep’s climbing boy  George Brewster. It’s the 

first Blue Plaque ever awarded to a child and will be officially unveiled later this year. 

 

“Over the past two years I have been on a whirlwind journey, finding out the true story of 

George Brewster, a seemingly insignificant 11-year-old boy, who died not knowing that he 

changed the lives of thousands of children across the land ,” said Joanna. “It’s  a story of 

huge historical significance, for not only Cambridgeshire, but the whole country. When you 

realise what a momentous turning point George Brewster’s death was, you realise how 

important his story is and how vital it is that we share it with everyone.” 

 

1875: death of a child labourer 

One hundred and forty-seven years ago, George Brewster, an 11-year-old chimney sweep’s 

‘climbing boy’ from Cambridge, was forced by his master to climb and clean a chimney at 

the Asylum in Fulbourn, Cambridgeshire. Fifteen minutes after entering the chimney, George 

became trapped and could not escape, and it was necessary to tear down an entire wall to 

rescue him. Eventually George was pulled from the chimney but sadly died shortly after, his 

lungs impaired by the soot he had inhaled. (You can read more details of the Brewster family 

on the Mill Road Cemetery website.) 

 

Dreadful as it is, this story was not uncommon for Victorian England. Children – a seemingly 

never-ending supply of cheap, indeed expendable, 

labour – were the backbone of the industrial 

revolution. A shameless underworld of abused and 

enslaved children boosted the profits of the rich and 

powerful – although at least in George’s case, his 

master was brought to book.  
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George’s inquest was reported in the London newspapers and when the 7th Earl of 

Shaftesbury (pictured below) read the account of the boy’s tragic end, he vowed to bring 

about a change. George’s death was the catalyst that started a 

campaign lead by the Earl to push a bill through Parliament, and in 

September 1875 the law was passed which put an end to children 

being used as ‘climbing boys’ in England. 

 

George Brewster was the last ‘climbing boy’ to die in England, but 

his death was also part of a much greater transformation of British 

industrial society that saw the end of all child labour practices in 

other industries such as farming, mining, and manufacturing. Just a 

year later, in 1876, it was recommended that education be made compulsory in the UK for all 

children, and in 1880 a further Education Act finally made school attendance  compulsory.  

 

2019-2022: Campaigning for recognition of George’s legacy  

In 2020 Joanna Hudson, an amateur historian and mother of two boys, began a campaign to 

raise awareness of George’s extraordinary story and commemorate his legacy. Joanna’s first 

project focused on a blue plaque to be displayed on the grounds of the former Victorian 

Asylum in Fulbourn, where George died. Joanna conducted extensive research into George’s 

life and death to support her application to the Cambridge & District Blue Plaque Scheme. 

The scheme is run by local charity Cambridge Past Present & Future and aims to 

commemorate people and events that have made a significant impact on the area, the UK or, 

indeed, the world. Joanna is clear that the plaque is not to commemorate George’s death, but 

more to celebrate his legacy.  

 

Support for Joanna’s campaign came from a wide range of people, including the Friends of 

Mill Road Cemetery; James Littlewood, CEO of Cambridge Past Present and Future; Lucy 

Walker, Chair of the Trustees of the Museum of Cambridge; and Nicholas Shaftesbury, the 

12th Earl.  

 

“The Museum of Cambridge is pleased to be involved in Joanna’s project to raise awareness 

of George Brewster’s remarkable story and to show children of today what difficult lives 

Victorian children had,” Lucy said. “George's death left a legacy for all children in today's 

society that should never be forgotten.” 

 

Nicholas Shaftesbury is proud of his ancestor, a pioneer in child protection, who chose to 

pursue what was right and decent in a time where power and money prevailed. His decision 

to push though this law, against the industrialists of his time, changed the lives of thousands 

of children across the land. “During his life, the 7th Earl campaigned tirelessly to help the 

downtrodden and neglected in society,” Nicholas said. “Perhaps no other cause captured his 

attention more than the plight of the chimney sweeps’ boys. It was a cause that took him 35 

years of campaigning to finally bring to an end. It is a tragedy that George and so many 

others were not saved by the change in the law, but this plaque will ensure he is never 

forgotten and will act as a poignant reminder that we have much to be thankful for.” 

 

Joanna is also raising funds for further potential projects. On a cold Monday in November 

2019, she met with Caro Wilson and Mary Naylor from the Friends of Mill Road Cemetery. 

Together they battled through a thicket of brambles to find George’s unmarked grave and lay 
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some flowers (see picture, below). “We were pleased that the Parishes Committee and the 

City Council, the two statutory authorities for the cemetery, allowed some clearance of the 

site to take place, in recognition of the importance of George’s story,” Caro said. 
George is buried with other Brewster family members, but the precise location is conjectural. 

Joanna would like to organise a marker for the grave. Another project could be a 

commemorative statue depicting the ‘Last Climbing Boy’ in Cambridge. This statue would 

not only highlight George’s story but also the plight of so many abused and mistreated 

children in Victorian England.  

Above, from left: Emma Easterbrook, chair of the 

Friends of Mill Road Cemetery; Diana Cook, 

secretary of the Parishes Committee; Caro Wilson, 

of the Friends of Mill Road Cemetery; and the Rev 

Margaret Widdess, chair of the Parishes Committee, 

at the site of the Brewster grave. Right: clearing the 

gravesite 

 

To read about Joanna’s campaign in The Cambridge Independent visit 

https://www.cambridgeindependent.co.uk/news/forgotten-story-of-victorian-chimney-boy-

whose-tragic-dea-9243329/ . To donate to Joanna’s campaign, visit 

https://www.justgiving.com/crowdfunding/George-Brewster. To find out more about the 

Brewster family, including their final resting-place in Mill Road Cemetery, visit 

http://millroadcemetery.org.uk/brewster-barnard/.  
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A site of vibrant birdlife 

 
Wandering around the Cemetery at this time of year is magical. The 

blossom and the newly green leaves are such harbingers of spring. As 

are the many birds and their song – do you look up to see them?  

 

  

 

 

War Graves Week in Mill Road Cemetery  
21-28 May marks War Graves Week, an annual event run by the Commonwealth War Graves 

Commission to shine a light on the work that supports the remembrance of our war dead. Last 

year, the CWGC ran an event at Cambridge City Cemetery including tours and a Facebook 

livestream; this year we will be focusing on Mill Road Cemetery. 

  

On  24 May, the CWGC and Friends of 

Mill Road Cemetery will have information 

stands and a family activity at the site of 

the chapel and will be running tours 

throughout the day. We will be working 

together to share the stories of those 

commemorated at Mill Road, both those 

buried at the site and commemorated on family memorials. This 

will draw from the CWGC’s database and archives and the 

previous work carried out by the History Group in 2014. 

 

As well as remembering those who lost their lives, War Graves 

Week aims to share the operations work and history of the CWGC 

in all its variety. In the context of Mill Road, the tours will include 

information regarding the nature and wildlife of the Cemetery and 

how important the conservation and preservation of this is 

alongside the maintenance of headstones. We will especially be 

sharing the CWGC’s work towards sustainability and how this 

looks in sites such as Mill Road. 

  

Free tickets for the tours will be available via the CWGC website www.cwgc.org , and we 

welcome all to come by to say hello and find out more. If you are interested in supporting at 

the event, please contact Sophie Newton on sophie.newton@cwgc.org. 

Recently walking my dog along with 

others, we were thrilled to see a red 

kite wheeling overhead – not a 

usual sight in the city. Clouds 

of greenfinches and goldfinches 

have also been spotted in late 

afternoons, skittering among the 

trees. Have you noticed that there are 

more thrushes than last year? There are 

also the usual Cemetery dwellers such as 

blackbirds, starlings, sparrows  

  and a woodpecker or two plus  

      various members of the crow  

       family, and occasionally a  

        sparrowhawk. Why not look  

       at the FMRC website to see our   

  list of birds and see how many 

you’ve spotted? Can you add to the 

list and even take photos for us?  

Jennie Hawks, 

FMRC Committee member 
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From a peacock butterfly to the Chair – via the 

Tower of London… 
Emma Easterbrook looks back on her time as Chair of the Friends of Mill Road Cemetery. 

 

I will be stepping down as Chair of the FMRC at the next AGM at 7.00pm on Wednesday, 8 

June 2022 but I will, of course, remain a Friend! 

 

Looking back on my time living next to the Cemetery over the last 18 years it was Suzy 

Oakes (1950 - 2011), Champion of Mill Road, who first told me about the Friends and 

encouraged me to join the Committee. However, it wasn’t until I photographed a peacock 

butterfly on a grave and became curious over who was buried underneath that I first 

contacted the Friends (the person under the butterfly was Maria Ann Gooby (née Cave) 

(1836-1917), see my Facebook post on 12 August 2013). I then attended Victorian Day the 

following summer and the Chair of the History Sub-Committee, Caro Wilson, persuaded me 

to join that Committee after a cup of coffee and homemade brownies. My first projects were 

linked to the centenary 

commemorations of the Great War 

and together with Ian Bent, Mary 

Naylor, and later Jo Costin we 

researched all of the casualties 

buried and/or commemorated in 

the Cemetery. This led to an event 

in the Cemetery on 5 June 2014 

and the creation of poppy plaques 

for houses where they had lived to 

coincide with street parties, and 

culminated with the reading out of 

126 of their names at Tower of 

London Remembers on 27 October 

2014 at the ceramic poppies 

installation, Blood Swept Lands 

and Seas of Red. This War-related 

work continues, as you see from 

the article above: ‘War Graves 

Week in Mill Road Cemetery’.  

 

I was elected as Chair in 2019 just before the COVID-19 pandemic as very much a holding 

position having been Secretary for the previous three years. I have taken this time to review 

all of the policies and procedures in readiness for the new ‘normal’. As we emerge from the 

pandemic it is time for someone else to take over and I am sure there will be very many more 

exciting projects in addition to everything that is already happening – grave mapping of the 

Cemetery with the Ordnance Survey, Volunteer Days, Mill Road Winter Fair, and tours for 

local schools, residents, and interested groups. My family and I are moving back to the 

villages but coincidentally next to another cemetery with active history and wildlife groups.  

All the best, thank you, and see you on Facebook or at the next event! 

 

Victorian Day, 14 July 2014, Mill Road Cemetery.  I am holding a 

membership form for the FOMRC (as well as a baby)! 
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Where to lodge cheaply in 19th-century Cambridge… 
Anthony and Sabina Smith (Anthony Smith; Frances Ellen Smith; Sabina Cann - Mill Road 

Cemetery) ran the George IV pub (pictured below left c.  1920) in East Road from around 

1883, and after her husband’s death in 1890 Sabina 

continued to run it with her second husband Alfred 

Cann. As we’ve mentioned before in these newsletters, 

the newspapers of the times recorded court reports in 

great detail; we do therefore have to remember that the 

reason we have so many stories of petty crimes is that 

those reports (together with the obituaries of the great 

and the good) are what has come down to us. So we 

should not be that surprised to find several colourful 

stories about Alfred and Sabina. Here is an example.  

 

In July 1891 Alfred was charged with assaulting Laura 

Holmes. In turn the Canns accused Laura of using 

obscene language when speaking to Sabina. Laura was 

found guilty and the Chairman of the Bench said “it was most disgusting that a woman 

should use such filthy language and he was sorry to say that such language was used on the 

streets of the town”. Laura was fined 5s and 9s costs. Alfred Cann had later “knocked her 

down” in the street and “when she got up, he again struck her on the head”. Various 

witnesses were called, some saying they had seen no blows struck and others saying Laura 

Holmes had fallen by stepping on her dress. Nevertheless Albert Cann was 

found guilty and fined 20s and costs, or one month’s imprisonment if not 

paid. 

 

After Albert’s death Sabina continued to run the pub and added to it a 

lodging house business. The picture (right) is not of Sabina herself, but does 

show a female lodging house attendant of the period.        

 

Lodging houses (or doss houses as they were often called) were common in 

the nineteenth and early twentieth century and there was increasing concern 

about the health hazards they represented. The poorest people – men, 

women and whole families – moved from place to place constantly in search of employment. 

By the end of the nineteenth century there were estimated to be at least 1000 common 

lodging houses registered in London, and of course there were many more which would have 

escaped notice by the authorities.   

 

Sabina was charged in February 1906 with running a common lodging house without being 

registered under the Public Health Act. She pleaded not guilty, and the Town Clerk told the 

court that he believed that it was one of the houses that ought to be registered and that the 

definition of a common lodging house needed clarifying. Sabina was said to run a “lodging 

house used for the purposes of the poorer classes” and that there was one large bedroom 

which led out of the taproom of the pub, containing ten single beds. She let the beds at 4d per 

night or 2s. per week. In addition to the George IV pub, Sabina also ran the Victoria Lodging 

House at Staffordshire Street (almost directly opposite) which was registered as a common 
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lodging house and could accommodate 33 people per night. Sabina’s solicitor Mr Lyon 

argued that the George IV was not a common lodging house, as people who wanted 

accommodation were directed to the Victoria and that it was “not very often full….He 

pointed out that it had been shown that the lodgers came for longer periods than was the case 

in any hotel in Cambridge”. The Magistrates took half an hour to convict Sabina “but taking 

into consideration that Mrs. Cann bore such an excellent character, and managed the house so 

well, they fined her 5s, making no order as to costs”.  

 

We will end with the story of one of her lodgers. In 1904 painter James Allen was charged 

with stealing chickens to the value of 2s from Sabina. She kept sixteen hens and one evening 

noticed some feathers in the back yard, then the severed head of a chicken which she 

recognised....In the kitchen she found the rest of the chicken boiling in a pan, which James 

Allen said he had bought at the market for half a crown. She called the police and James was 

charged with the theft, to which he pleaded guilty. The court heard he was an army pensioner 

and Saturday had been pension day, so he and some friends had celebrated by drinking for 

three days solid. The court laughed as James admitted “this daring, wilful act. He did 

feloniously steal, take and carry away the fowl and put it in a pot”. He was fined 5s or five 

days in prison and was told by the Bench to “pay for your fowl in future before you boil it”.  

  

Sabina died at the Victoria Lodging House in 1909 aged 61 years old and her funeral was 

held on 29 April. Her considerable property portfolio was auctioned after her death and 

included the “Victoria Lodging House, and occupying a commanding site at the corner of 

Staffordshire Street and New Streets”, two residential houses on Staffordshire Street, 18 

houses on Albert Street, a house and yard at 25 Staffordshire Street, a house with a shop and 

yards at 7-9 Staffordshire Street and a plot of building land in Suez Road. Her estate was 

valued at £4627, 5s and 4d (c.£600,000 at 2020 values).  
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The Smith/Cann monument 

(left) was recorded by the 

Cambridge Family History 

Society as a fallen headstone 

some twenty years ago. The 

History Group know its 

location (see the map of the 

Meadow Area, right – with 

thanks to the Ordnance Survey) 

but it has not yet been possible 

to clear it. However, you can 

read yet more of this 

fascinating story on 

Anthony Smith; Frances Ellen Smith; Sabina Cann - Mill Road Cemetery. 

 

With many thanks to Claire Martinsen and Mary Naylor.  

Caro Wilson, FMRC History Group 
Lodging house pictures from online resource ‘The London Doss House’.  

 

A growing archive  
As has been mentioned in previous editions of this newsletter the Friends were delighted that 

volunteer Sheila Plaister agreed some years ago now to undertake the arduous task of printing 

out the History Group’s research on all those buried in Mill Road Cemetery. This was after 

we had been advised by the staff at the Cambridgeshire Collection that paper is still 

considered to be the most long-lasting material for archives with website material considered 

to be much more fragile.  
 

Sheila, a librarain by training and profession, has approached this task with care and 

enthusiasm. Every post has had to be checked and posts have to be amended when new  

research material comes to light, as it frequently does.  

 

The end is not yet in sight, neither is the research nor the accompanying photography of all 

the monuments, nor the mapping! – but the indefatigable Sheila reports the following 

impressive record of her achievement so far: 

• 3814 posts in total 

• 1078 - Archived - 28% 

• 127 - Waiting to be printed - 3% 

• 452 - Researched and awaiting precise 

(Latitude/Longitude) Location information - 12%. 

 

Sheila recently delivered another two folders to the 

Cambridge Collection and took these photographs. Staff at 

the Collection welcome this very significant addition to the 

social history of the city.   

 

We send Sheila our thanks and congratulations!  
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Useful contact details 
• Volunteer litter bag collection / request a litter 

pick: https://forms.cambridge.gov.uk/REQUESTALITTERPICK/launch 

• Fly tipping: https://forms.cambridge.gov.uk/REPORTFLYTIPPING/launch 

• Graffiti: https://forms.cambridge.gov.uk/REPORTGRAFFITI/launch 

• Dangerous waste (Needles, broken glass, vomit / faeces, 

urine): https://forms.cambridge.gov.uk/DANGEROUSWASTE/launch 

• Litter bin issues (including dangerous waste next to a litter 

bin): https://forms.cambridge.gov.uk/REPORTAPROBLEMWITHALITTERBIN/launch 

• Report an abandoned trolley: https://www.cambridge.gov.uk/report-an-abandoned-shopping-

trolley 

• Report an abandoned bike: https://www.cambridge.gov.uk/report-an-abandoned-or-missing-bike 

 

 

~ For your diary ~ 
 

21-28 May: War Graves Week 
See the article in this newsletter for how to get involved.  

 

8 June: Annual General Meeting 

of the Friends of Mill Road Cemetery 
The AGM will be held on Zoom.  

Members will receive a reminder by email nearer the time, 

or can use this link to join the meeting: 

https://us06web.zoom.us/j/88206699191?pwd=MFZrNjluRnJqaGk1Z21vU2hQS1N2UT09 

 

Meeting ID: 882 0669 9191 

Passcode: 166980 
 

We hope to see you there! 

                                                                                                                                                           

 
 

All events and activities in Mill Road Cemetery take place with agreement from  

Cambridge City Council and the Parochial Burial Grounds Management Committee 

 


