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The British Cemetery in Recife 

 
According to the historian, Gilberto Freyre, the British opened at least six cemeteries in Brazil, in 

Belém; São Luís, Maranhão; Rio de Janeiro; Recife; Salvador da Bahia; and Barão dos Cocais, Minas 

Gerais. Today there are only three remaining: in Rio de Janeiro, Salvador and Recife,1 although there 

is also a Protestant cemetery in São Paulo. This article considers the history and present condition of 

the Recife cemetery (Cemitério dos Ingleses). 

 
By Andrew Shepherd2 

 
The English in Pernambuco 

Around the beginning of the 19th century the population of Recife had reached about 25,000. The Treaty 

of Alliance and Friendship and the Treaty of Commerce and Navigation between Portugal and Britain 

(also known as the Strangford Treaty), signed in 1810 in return for British support to the escape to 

Brazil from Lisbon of the Portuguese Royal Family in November 1807, rapidly led to the arrival of 

many British businessmen. The treaty put an end to the trade monopoly between Brazil and Portugal, 

providing for the direct importation of British and other countries’ manufactured products into Brazil, 

when formerly they had gone through Portugal, and the direct exportation of Brazilian agricultural 

produce to Great Britain and elsewhere. British naval vessels were allowed to be resupplied in Brazilian 

ports and cases involving British residents in Brazil were to be tried only before judges appointed by 

the British crown.3 

The English soon came to be very noticeable. By 1826 there were already 16 British commercial 

companies registered and more were soon to follow. An Anglican church, the Holy Trinity Church, was 

established in 1838. People in Recife called it the Little Church of the English. At number 35 on the old 

Boa Vista embankment (the current Rua da Imperatriz), there was the British Hospital, a four-story 

house, with a loading and unloading pier on the Capibaribe River. The hospital, which was intended 

primarily for the British, was closed in 1878.4  

The first football clubs in the city owed much to the English presence. Many employees of the Great 

Western of Brazil Railway and Western Telegraph Company played this sport in their backyards, with 

this eventually leading to the establishment of the Sport Club do Recife, the first football club in the 

city, which was founded on 13 May 1905. In 1909, there was a match between Sport Club and Náutico 

(both containing many English players), in the grounds of the Pernambuco British Club, which had its 

headquarters where the Museu do Estado de Pernambuco – MEPE (Pernambuco State Museum) is 

found today, on Av. Rui Barbosa. Two British teams, Great Western and Tramways, played in the 

Pernambuco championships. In 1919, there was a Pernambuco Cricket Club, and a Lawn Tennis Club, 

 
1 Freyre, Gilberto. Ingleses no Brasil: aspectos da influência britânica sobre a vida, a paisagem e a cultura do Brasil. 2. ed. 
Rio de Janeiro: José Olympio; Brasília: INL, 1977. 
2 I am extremely grateful to Esmeraldo Veloso Marinho of the Sociedade Gestora do Cemitério dos Ingleses, and to Leticia 

Lins and Bráulio Moura for helping me to contact Snr. Marinho 
3 Tavares, Davi Kiermes. Uma Necrópole Esquecida e os Valores Para a Sua Conservação: o British Cemetery do Recife em 
perspectiva. https://wp.ufpel.edu.br/ppgmp/files/2016/11/2-Disserta%C3%A7%C3%A3o-completa.pdfDavi.pdf 
4 Semira Adler Vainsencher. Ingleses em Pernambuco. 

http://basilio.fundaj.gov.br/pesquisaescolar/index.php?option=com_content&id=670:ingleses-em-pernambuco 

https://wp.ufpel.edu.br/ppgmp/files/2016/11/2-Disserta%C3%A7%C3%A3o-completa.pdfDavi.pdf
http://basilio.fundaj.gov.br/pesquisaescolar/index.php?option=com_content&id=670:ingleses-em-pernambuco
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and in 1920 the British Country Club was also founded. The first golf course in the state was established 

by the British in 1928.5 

 
History of the cemetery 

Article 12 of the “Strangford” Treaty established that the British should be buried in places designated 

for this purpose. Following approval for the British communities in Rio de Janeiro6 and Salvador da 

Bahia7 to open non-Catholic cemeteries, the English in Recife approached the Prince Regent, later to 

become King João VI, in Rio for approval to do the same. Thus, just six years after the Portuguese 

Royal Family arrived in Rio de Janeiro on 7 March 1808, the Governor of Pernambuco, Caetano Pinto 

de Miranda Montenegro, under the orders of the Prince Regent, expropriated "a land of 120 palms in 

front, over 200 in depth", which was donated to the British Consul in October 1814 for use as a cemetery 

to serve the British in Recife.8,9 

   
                              The cemetery10                                     The entrance to the cemetery11 

The land, which is in the suburb of Santo Amaro das Salinas, was situated close to the area used for 

quarantining newly arrived slaves from Africa, indicating its relative isolation from the centre of Recife 

at the time. The British later expanded the area of the cemetery by purchasing neighbouring land.12 

Today, it has an area of about 1,700M2.13 The Cemitério dos Ingleses, or British Cemetery, was 

reportedly opened in 1814, although the earliest burial identified during the author’s visit was from 

1844, apart from one grave apparently dated 1807, which was prior to the establishment of the cemetery 

and thus presumably added later. It is situated on the road that connects Recife with the historic town 

 
5 ibid 
6 Rankin, Carol. The British Cemetery in Rio de Janeiro. 

https://www.bhsportugal.org/uploads/fotos_artigos/files/RiodeJaneiroCemetery.pdf 
7 Rankin, Carol. The British Cemetery in Salvador da Bahia. 
https://www.bhsportugal.org/uploads/fotos_artigos/files/Salvador_Cemetery.pdf 
8 FUNDARPE. Recife – Cemitério dos Ingleses.  

http://www.ipatrimonio.org/recife-cemiterio-dos-ingleses/#!/map=38329&loc=-8.043932398924108,-34.8780083656311,15 
9 Leia Ja. Cemitério dos Ingleses: patrimônio abandonado no Recife.  https://m.leiaja.com/noticias/2016/09/20/cemiterio-
dos-ingleses-patrimonio-abandonado-no-recife/ 
10 Source: Google Maps 
11 Unless otherwise indicated, photos are by the author 
12 Cemitério dos Ingleses. https://cemiteriodosingleses.com.br/# 
13 Fundarpe (2010). Território Santo Amaro: patrimônios e potencialidades.  

https://www.bhsportugal.org/uploads/fotos_artigos/files/RiodeJaneiroCemetery.pdf
https://www.bhsportugal.org/uploads/fotos_artigos/files/Salvador_Cemetery.pdf
http://www.ipatrimonio.org/recife-cemiterio-dos-ingleses/#!/map=38329&loc=-8.043932398924108,-34.8780083656311,15
https://m.leiaja.com/noticias/2016/09/20/cemiterio-dos-ingleses-patrimonio-abandonado-no-recife/
https://m.leiaja.com/noticias/2016/09/20/cemiterio-dos-ingleses-patrimonio-abandonado-no-recife/
https://cemiteriodosingleses.com.br/
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of Olinda.14 A surrounding wall is interrupted by an iron gate at the entrance, which was built to give 

visibility to the chapel inside. This was forged in 1852 by the Aurora Foundry, owned by Harrington 

and Starr. 

    

                                                            General views of the cemetery 

 
Burials in the cemetery15 

Although the cemetery was planned to be for the use of the British, it also contains American citizens, 

several of whom were missionaries, as well as other nationalities, including French, Dutch, German and 

Swiss. A rough count during the author’s visit suggests that no more than one half of the graves are 

British. Several non-Protestants are also interred, including the cemetery’s most famous resident, 

General José Inácio de Abreu e Lima, who was denied burial in a Catholic cemetery because he was a 

prominent freemason.16,17 Abreu e Lima was born in Recife in 1794. In 1817, when he was a young 

captain in the army, his father was sentenced to death for being one of the leaders of the Pernambucan 

Revolt against the Portuguese Royal Family, and for having travelled to Salvador to encourage Bahia 

to join the rebellion. At the time, Portuguese law imposed a punishment on the children of such rebels. 

Inácio and his brother were sent to prison and he was barred from being a member of the military. A 

year later the two brothers escaped from their prison in Bahia and went to the United States, where José 

Inácio met the brother of Simón Bolívar. This led to him enlisting in Bolívar’s army as a captain, 

fighting for independence in Colombia and Venezuela and serving until 1831, shortly after Bolívar's 

death. He returned to Pernambuco in 1844 and, in 1848, was arrested on charges of involvement in the 

Praieira Revolt against the Empire of Brazil, but received an amnesty. After his release, he dedicated 

himself to writing essays and newspaper articles to promote religious freedom, the ideas inspired by 

French utopian socialism, and electoral reform. He also published the Compêndio de História do 

Brasil.18,19,20  

 
14 https://pt.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cemit%C3%A9rio_dos_Ingleses_(Recife) 
15 The author has uploaded photographs of tombs, graves, and gravestones to: 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:Cemit%C3%A9rio_dos_Ingleses,_Recife 
16 Jornal do Commercio. https://jc.ne10.uol.com.br/canal/cidades/geral/noticia/2014/11/02/cemiterio-dos-ingleses-passara-

por-reformas-153925.php 
17 Tavares, Davi et al. O Túmulo do General: História e Arte no British Cemetery do Recife. 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/324051242_O_TUMULO_DO_GENERAL_HISTORIA_E_ARTE_NO_BRITISH

_CEMETERY_DO_RECIFE 
18 Jornal do Commercio, op cit 
19 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jos%C3%A9_In%C3%A1cio_de_Abreu_e_Lima 
20 Cemitério dos Ingleses, op cit 

https://pt.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cemit%C3%A9rio_dos_Ingleses_(Recife)
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:Cemit%C3%A9rio_dos_Ingleses,_Recife
https://jc.ne10.uol.com.br/canal/cidades/geral/noticia/2014/11/02/cemiterio-dos-ingleses-passara-por-reformas-153925.php
https://jc.ne10.uol.com.br/canal/cidades/geral/noticia/2014/11/02/cemiterio-dos-ingleses-passara-por-reformas-153925.php
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jos%C3%A9_In%C3%A1cio_de_Abreu_e_Lima
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                     José Inácio de Abreu e Lima21                                 Memorial to Abreu e Lima 

In 2005 it was announced that the former president of Venezuela, Hugo Chavez, who had visited the 

cemetery in 2000, and had returned together with the Brazilian president Luís Inácio Lula da Silva in 

2005, wanted to build a mausoleum for Abreu e Lima, but there appears to have been no progress on 

the matter.22,23 

Turning to the British burials, an interesting and brief read are the letters home from John McCaldin 

Loewenthal. His five letters from Pernambuco mention several of the people buried in the cemetery, 

whose graves can still be seen.24 A notable burial, in 1862, was that of Henry Gibson. Born in Great 

Harwood in Lancashire, Gibson married Alexandrina Rosa de Oliveira in Pernambuca in 1842. There 

are now Gibsons descended from this marriage throughout most of Brazil.25 Gibson had a large 

residence constructed in Recife in 1847 by the British company, C. Starr & Co., which became known 

as the Mansão Henry Gibson. It is a good example in Brazil of the Neo-Manueline or Neo-Gothic 

style.26 

Several British families have multiple generations represented in the cemetery. They include the 

Brotherhood, Conolly, Comber and Starr families. The first two intermarried. Ernest Brotherhood was 

born in Chippenham, Wiltshire in 1848, one of 14 children of Rowland Brotherhood, an engineer who 

collaborated with Brunel on building the Great West Railway. It is likely that Ernest was also an 

engineer. His elder daughter, Lucy, married Charles Conolly, who was involved with currency 

exchange. They were both buried in the cemetery, as were both of their sons. Ernest Brotherhood’s 

youngest son, Claudio, clearly married outside the British community as his son was Luiz de Almeida 

Brotherhood, who was also buried in the cemetery.27  

 
21 https://averdade.org.br/2012/03/abreu-e-lima-heroi-da-luta-pela-independencia-e-uniao-da-america-latina/ 
22 http://noticias.recife.pe.gov.br/index.php?GrupoCodigo=15&UltAnt=18229&DatAnt=04/10/2005&GrupoCodigoMateria=15 
23 Tavares, Davi Kiermes, op cit 
24 John McCaldin Loewenthal: Letters Home from a Victorian Commercial Traveller, 1889 – 1895. 

https://books.google.pt/books?id=-4NaEAAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false 
25 https://familiagibson.com.br/genealogia 
26 https://pt.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mans%C3%A3o_Henry_Gibson 
27 ibid 

http://noticias.recife.pe.gov.br/index.php?GrupoCodigo=15&UltAnt=18229&DatAnt=04/10/2005&GrupoCodigoMateria=15
https://books.google.pt/books?id=-4NaEAAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://familiagibson.com.br/genealogia
https://pt.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mans%C3%A3o_Henry_Gibson
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                       The Gibson Family tomb                Tomb of Ernest and Josephina Brotherhood28                    

At least three generations of the Comber family were buried in the cemetery. Thomas Comber was born 

in Pernambuco in 1838 and died in August 1907. His father, Edward, came from Warrington, while his 

mother was born in New York, both dying in Warrington.29 Thomas Edward Comber, son of Thomas 

and Lucy Fenton was born in 1875 in Pernambuco. He died in 1961 in São Paulo, but was buried in 

Recife. Thomas Edward was clearly very affluent. He owned and raced a motor launch in England 

between 1909 and 1911, winning numerous races. He lived with two Brazilian sisters, one his wife, the 

other his mistress, and fathered children with both. The family all lived in the same household, often 

travelling between England and Brazil. His illegitimate children were registered as being those of his 

wife. At least one of his children, Andrew Thomas Comber, is also buried in Recife.30 

One of the more interesting areas of the cemetery is that devoted to the Starr family, who owned a 

foundry and, as noted, supplied the gate for the cemetery. The grave markers and surrounding fence are 

all in iron, as shown below. 

 
                                                               Starr family graves 

 
28 Source for both photographs: https://www.facebook.com/familiagibson.com.br 
29 https://oldham.one-name.net/getperson.php?personID=I26998&tree=oldham 
30 https://britishcemeteryrecife.wordpress.com/category/burials/1901-2000/ 

https://britishcemeteryrecife.wordpress.com/2009/01/17/1976-andrew-thomas-comber/
https://www.facebook.com/familiagibson.com.br
https://oldham.one-name.net/getperson.php?personID=I26998&tree=oldham
https://britishcemeteryrecife.wordpress.com/category/burials/1901-2000/
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Some of the graves described the occupation of the deceased. For example, John Gibson Keiller from 

Dundee, who died in 1897 at the age of 31, is described as a “merchant”. Many of the Americans buried 

in the cemetery were Presbyterian missionaries, including Margaret Douglas, Eliza Reed, and the Rev. 

Horace Allyn, who was also a doctor. Anne Bagby, a Baptist missionary, died while on board a plane 

in Brazilian air space. Another American, Phillip Bourgeois, a US Naval Veteran, was interred, at his 

own request, next to a memorial to American flyers killed in a crash.31 

Two of the those in the cemetery who met a violent end were Thomas Gollan and Captain William 

Wallace French. Gollan, who was born in Inverness in 1833 and died in Recife in 1857, was the British 

Vice-Consul. According to newspaper reports, he left the Consul’s home at 9.30 in the evening and his 

body was found in the street around midnight with evidence of multiple stab wounds. His funeral in the 

Cemetery was attended by the Governor of Pernambuco and numerous local dignitaries. Captain 

French, an American sea captain, was murdered in his sleep in 1865 by a mutinous crew, when his ship, 

the William Tell of Boston, was just one day away from arriving in Recife.32  

While many of the British in Recife lived to a good age, others succumbed to various diseases, in 

particular yellow fever, a fact often indicated on the gravestone. A particularly poignant gravestone, 

now affixed to the inside of the cemetery’s chapel, records the deaths from yellow fever of Lt. General 

De Boado and his two young children, all within 15 days of each other. 

Burials included those who worked for the Brazilian Submarine Telegraph Company, a forerunner of 

the Western Telegraph Company and, later, Cable and Wireless, which in 1874 completed a cable from 

Carcavelos to Recife, via Madeira and Cabo Verde. Lying on the eastern tip of Brazil, Recife is just 

about the closest the South American continent comes to Europe or Africa and was an obvious point 

for the cable to reach land. Other British people worked for the Recife Trolley Bus system, the 

Pernambuco Gas Works, and the Great Western of Brazil Railway, which was awarded a contract to 

build a railway in the northeast of Brazil in 1873.33 Among other companies active in Recife by the end 

of the 19th century were Price Waterhouse, John A. Thom, a dealer in cotton, rubber, sugar, castor, and 

wax (who married Laura Brotherhood), the Bank of London & South America, the London & River 

Plate Bank, the Royal Bank of Canada, Boxwell & Cia. (the largest cotton baling establishment), 

Williams & Cia. (sugar and cotton exporters), Wilson Sons (coal importers), Conolly & Cia., and Ayres 

& Son (representative of several firms and manufacturers).34 Jack Ayres and Harry Black, who are 

buried in the cemetery, have roads in Recife named after them. Several British people were also 

employed by North Brazil Sugar Factories Ltd at Tiuma, to the northwest of Recife. Among the non-

British graves are members of the Drechsler family. Max Drechsler & Cia was a major printing 

company.  

 

The cemetery contains one Commonwealth War Grave from the First World War and two from WW2. 

That from WWI is of Arthur Wilson, who served as Leading Signalman on HMS Weymouth and died 

in 1917. Those from WW2 are of John Hannan, who died in 1945 while serving with HMS Nebula, and 

Eric Gordon, a Lieutenant-Commander with the Royal Naval Reserve, who died in 1946.35 

 

 

 
31 Find a Grave, op cit 
32 Find a Grave https://www.findagrave.com/cemetery/2468260/memorial-search?page=1#sr-149254366 
33 https://atlantic-cable.com/CableCos/CandW/EATC/index.htm 
34 FUNDARPE, op cit 
35 https://www.cwgc.org/visit-us/find-cemeteries-memorials/cemetery-details/2024340/santo-amaro-british-cemetery/ 

https://www.findagrave.com/cemetery/2468260/memorial-search?page=1#sr-149254366
https://atlantic-cable.com/CableCos/CandW/EATC/index.htm
https://www.cwgc.org/visit-us/find-cemeteries-memorials/cemetery-details/2024340/santo-amaro-british-cemetery/
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Burial records 
 

Research into the history of the cemetery and its occupants is severely constrained by the lack of 

records. The author has made a start to addressing this by photographing around 90 easily accessible 

graves36 but further work is required to identify less-visible stones containing readable inscriptions. The 

cemetery’s records of burials prior to 1978 have gone missing. These were held by the British Consulate 

in Recife but were apparently sent to the consulate in Rio de Janeiro for “safe keeping”. Records 

between 1978 and the turn of the century suffered water damage after being stored in a bathroom. 

Experts at the library of the Instituto Ricardo Brennand are attempting to restore them. 

Present condition of the cemetery 

Michael Palin, the former Monty Python star, now famous for his travel programmes, visited Recife 

during the making of a programme on Brazil in 2011. He described the cemetery as follows: 

A little way further along a busy, fairly anonymous road, I was brought up short by a 

magnificent pair of wrought-iron gates, set in high walls above which I could just make out 

strange shapes of cracked and bulging stonework.37   

Access for casual visitors appears to have been a problem in recent years although it is now theoretically 

possible. In 2014, proposals were made to mark the cemetery’s bicentenary by lowering the wall at the 

front, replacing the upper part of the wall with an iron railing. Such a railing probably existed from the 

1850s.38 Instead of that proposal being implemented, the Cemetery now has an electric fence on top of 

the existing wall, to deter thieves and vandals. 

In the 1960s, the Recife cemetery was reduced in size to make way for road improvements. It is believed 

that the gravestones from the area taken for the road were retained in the section of the cemetery that 

remains, which is still quite sizeable, although identifying many of them is not easy.39  

The cemetery has been listed as a heritage site in the state of Pernambuco since 1984. It is supposed to 

be maintained by donations from members of the British community in Recife and relatives of those 

who are buried there, receiving no financial help from the Brazilian, Pernambucan or British 

governments. As in the case of the British Cemetery in Lisbon, the land is technically owned by the 

British government, having been donated to the Consul in 1808. However, the Consulate has shown no 

recent interest in providing support. An email to the British Consulate in late 2022 went unanswered, 

other than a standard, and already out-of-date, reply advising the author of British COVID restrictions.  

The Sociedade Gestora do Cemitério dos Ingleses, which was founded in 1991, has around 200 

members, consisting of British residents and members of families of people buried in the cemetery. 

Around 80 each paid a recommended monthly fee of R$12040 in 2016, which covered two employees, 

a lady and her son, water, and electricity. The monthly fee remained unchanged in 2023, despite 

considerable inflation. Occasional burials still take place there, for which a fee is paid.41  

 
36 https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:Cemit%C3%A9rio_dos_Ingleses,_Recife 
37 https://www.palinstravels.co.uk/book-4687 
38 Jornal do Commercio, op cit 
39 https://www.facebook.com/familiagibson.com.br 
40 Presently just over €20. 
41 Tavares, Davi Kiermes, op cit 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:Cemit%C3%A9rio_dos_Ingleses,_Recife
https://www.palinstravels.co.uk/book-4687
https://www.facebook.com/familiagibson.com.br


 

Newsletter 20, August 2023, ©2023 British Historical Society of Portugal                                                                             8 
 
 

Some improvements were made in 2016. The entrance gate was painted, the electric fence was installed, 

and repairs were carried out on walls and roofs of the chapel, which was repainted inside and out. 

However, it appears that any work on the individual tombs and gravestones will have to be funded by 

the families or by other sources. Previously lacking any meaningful security, items of commercial value, 

such as bronze tombstones, copper handles from the tombs, plaques (of marble or granite) with the 

names of the dead, and utensils made of silver for ornamenting the tombs were stolen. Further, many 

tombs were damaged by the thieves when attempting to remove valuable items. Other tombs show 

deterioration due to the action of mould, and lack of care.  

The chapel is small, with doors on all sides. Several gravestones and memorial stones have been 

cemented into the interior and exterior walls. A plaque inside the chapel notes that it was renovated in 

1937 “in memory of King George V”. 

   
                 Entrance to the chapel                                   Interior of the chapel 

Until recently, visits were only possible on All Souls Day or when burials were taking place. It is now 

theoretically possible to visit every day except Sundays, although the visitor will find the gates closed 

and will need to attract the attention of the groundskeeper. The cemetery’s web site is out of date and 

making contact through that site is not possible.42  

A brief undated video about the cemetery is available on YouTube43 and another video giving some 

different views of the cemetery is also available.44 

 

—— ooOOoo —— 

Andrew Shepherd is a member of the Society’s Council, serving as its webmaster and editing its 

quarterly newsletter. Married to a Brazilian, he took the opportunity of a visit to his wife’s family in 

Rio de Janeiro to make a trip to Recife in July 2023.  

 

 
42 If you would like to visit the cemetery, please contact the author for details of who to contact 
43 Pernambuco TV. Cemitério dos Ingleses guarda histórias, lembranças e lendas. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zBrpwrven9o&t=189s&ab_channel=DiariodePernambucoTV 
44 https://m.leiaja.com/noticias/2016/09/20/cemiterio-dos-ingleses-patrimonio-abandonado-no-recife/ 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zBrpwrven9o&t=189s&ab_channel=DiariodePernambucoTV
https://m.leiaja.com/noticias/2016/09/20/cemiterio-dos-ingleses-patrimonio-abandonado-no-recife/

