Report on Bencoolen cemetery -November 2016 

There is good news and bad about the Christian Cemetery at Bencoolen. To take the bad first, it seems clear that some of the Cemetery has been built over when comparing the present situation to the plan contained in Harfield's booklet. Most of division II has buildings on it, such that the numerous graves located by Brooks in 1918, but not associated with any name, have disappeared beneath houses and gardens. There is a wall apparently separating these two divisions and no sign of the tombs identified by Brooks as numbers 1, 3, 4, 5, 7, 122 and 31, and apparently also seen by Harfield in 1983, but not then associated with any names. 

The good news is that the cemetery is looking very tidy and well cared-for. Every sign of the undergrowth shown in Harfield's photographs has disappeared and has clearly been cut away. The individual tombs are completely free of vegetation and the grass had been freshly cut at the time of our visit. Repairs to memorials is incomplete but all inscriptions are clearly readable having been rather gaudily delineated with gold paint. This actually proves quite effective as the photographs 

will show. There was a family of gardeners in evidence, but it is not entirely clear that anyone pays 

them. The Department of Culture in the Bengkulu province is said to be responsible for the cemetery, but our guide thought that they showed little interest in it. On the righthand side there is 

an impression that a house and its surrounding yard is encroaching onto the space occupied by 

the tombs of Atkins and Whittenberry such that these two memorials, and that of Douston (no. 50) 

now form the righthand border of Division I. Tombs 50 and 53 are set more to the left than is 

indicated in Harfield's book. 

One major surprise was the complete absence of any sign of the tomb for Major Charles Porteous.

The tomb may well be there but, if so, the plaque has gone. On the other hand, the list of remaining tombs with clear inscriptions given by Harfield in 1985 seems to me to be incomplete,

which is rather puzzling. He has listed by surname those for Atkins, Maclane, Tapson, Porteous 

and Whittenberry. I have been able to find a few more, perhaps because of undergrowth clearance, or perhaps because two of them were further down a side road, apparently within the entrance to a building. I identified all the above tombs, except for Porteous and, in addition,

Stokeham Douston, Wm. Baillie, Capt. Robert Hall, and next to it a large and fine tomb that is 

unnamed (Brooks no. 79). As well as this I found that for Jane Devine (No. 109) which was 

jammed between the front boundary wall of a house, and the wall of the house itself, with a large window frame stored in the two foot gap between the two! I have photographed all of these. Alan Harfield photographed Jane Devine's tomb (p. 86) but indicated there was no inscription. Perhaps 

this has been replaced. Finally, there were two other tombs with inscriptions in Division I,

numbered 55 and 56, belonging to Henry Watson and William Holloway, respectively. They are very prominently sited and it is again surprising that they are not listed by Harfield, unless they too were covered in vegetation in 1985. These, too, have been photographed. Considering how few Europeans go to Bengkulu it is a credit to those concerned that the cemetery has been so well cared for, albeit in a slightly reduced state. In addition to the tombs that I have recorded there are several Dutch as well. 

All in all the picture is a positive one for this cemetery. Alan Harfield's prediction that it may by now be entirely lost, is thankfully not the case, and I would think the future looks hopeful. Within the cemetery grounds there is a large memorial to all those companies and individuals who subscribed to a restoration of the cemetery in the late 80's and early 90's, and which prominently records the contribution of BACSA. The inscription is cut in black marble and will last for generations! 

I am pleased to say that Fort Marlborough is looking in excellent condition, and indeed there was 

repair work going on at the time of our visit. It is a very interesting and near complete example of fortification work of the period. It is also an example of good preservation, sadly very unlike that for 

Fort St George in Madras, which is crumbling visibly. Also, the Parr and Hamilton monuments are in excellent condition. The latter looks much the same as in Harfield's photograph of c.1985,

except that the base is now painted a rather gaudy blue, and there is in front of it a very prominent roundabout sign. (Photograph attached) 

One of the fascinating aspects of Bengkulu is its association with Thomas and Sophia Raffles, and 

the frenetically active life that they lived there. Of particular interest is that four of their five children died there and are supposedly buried in this cemetery. Their whereabouts seems to have been 

unknown for many years. In line with the main entrance arch of the cemetery, but a little to the left, 

is evidence of an old brick path now almost completely grassed over. This runs in a straight line 

across the main cemetery space. When standing on this, and turned to the left, there are visible three small tombs, probably of children. There is a bush in exactly the right position for a fourth 

which could have been placed there when a similar such tomb completely disappeared. The 

spacing between them is even, and their situation would have been prominent in early times, as would be fitting for the children of a Lieutenant-Governor. Could it be that these three (four?) small 

graves belong to Léopold, Stamford, Charlotte and Flora Raffles or is this just fanciful conjecture. 

Perhaps, but to me at least it remains a possibility. 

Finally, I met three young men in Bengkulu who have formed the Bengkulu Heritage Society, which 

has a membership of 23, mostly from the university. They were very pleased to meet a European 

who was showing interest in their history. Their problem, as is so often the case, is that of raising 

any interest at government level, although they certainly try. One of their currents projects is to 

obtain official approval for the protection of the four fine tombs that have become separated and lie in the front yard of a house beyond the present cemetery space. This would be useful, and I shall 

aim to keep in touch with them and discover their progress, if any. 

Patrick Wheeler. November 2016 

