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CREMATION

With the unveiling of the O.M. 
Whipple Columbarium & Garden 
of Remembrance, Historic Lowell 

Cemetery has transformed itself from a 
cemetery with no dedicated cremation areas 
to a cemetery offering premier cremation 
memorialization.

Until recently, those who chose cremation 
were buried in lots that had been developed 
for traditional casketed interment. Lowell did 
allow two cremation urns to be buried per 
lot, but cremation interment basically was 
traditional burial.

Now, cremation families have an option 
VSHFLÀFDOO\�FUHDWHG�IRU�WKHP��D�VHFWLRQ�WKDW�
combines cutting-edge inurnment in a unique 
curved-granite columbarium with design that 
ÀWV�LQWR�WKH�KLVWRULF�JURXQGV�RI�D�FHPHWHU\�
founded in 1841 and therefore celebrating its 
175th anniversary this year.

Which is not to say cremation families 

were not choosing interment at Lowell 
Cemetery previously. James Latham, 
president of the Lowell Cemetery Board 
since 2010, said cremation interments had 
been growing during the past 20 years, and 
for the last three years, about a third of the 
cemetery’s burials had been of cremated 
remains. Many of those people were being 
interred in family plots or plots they had 
purchased years ago, possibly before deciding 
on cremation as a method of disposition.

The O.M. Whipple Columbarium and 
Garden of Remembrance was named 
IRU�WKH�FHPHWHU\·V�ÀUVW�SUHVLGHQW��IURP�
whom the land was purchased. The new 
cremation area covers about half an acre of 
the cemetery, which despite its age is not 
turning to cremation because it is running 
out of space for traditional burials, since 
about 20 acres of the 85-acre cemetery 
remain undeveloped. Rather, the cremation 

Adding a ‘wow’ cremation area 
that fits into a historic cemetery

³James D. Latham has been president of 
the Proprietors of Lowell Cemetery Board 
since 2010, and a member since 1978. 
He was formerly general counsel at the 
Sheraton Corp.
³Lowell Cemetery, Lowell, 
Massachusetts, was founded by a group of 
prominent Lowell citizens as a private, non-
VHFWDULDQ��QRQSURÀW�FHPHWHU\�FRUSRUDWLRQ��
They bought land from Oliver M. Whipple 
to start the cemetery, which has acquired 
additional land over the years and now 
encompasses 85 acres. Whipple, for whom 
the new cremation garden is named, was 
WKH�FHPHWHU\·V�ÀUVW�SUHVLGHQW��VHUYLQJ�IRU�
27 years.
³Modeled after Mt. Auburn Cemetery in 
&DPEULGJH��0DVVDFKXVHWWV��WKH�QDWLRQ·V�
ÀUVW�JDUGHQ�FHPHWHU\��/RZHOO�&HPHWHU\�
was dedicated on June 20, 1841, and is 
celebrating its 175th anniversary this year. 
The cemetery was included on the National 
Register of Historic Places in 1998. It 
includes almost 17,700 interments.
www.lowellcemetery.com
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traditional landscape of a 175-year-old New England cemetery? 
That was the challenge facing the trustees of Lowell Cemetery.
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Speakers at the dedication for the O.M. Whipple Columbarium & 
Garden of Remembrance at Lowell Cemetery, from left, project archi-
tect William R. Walsh, Walsh Engi neering Associates; Lowell Mayor 
Rodney M. Elliott; President of the Lowell Cemetery Board of Trustees 
James D. Latham; Congresswoman Nicki Tsongas; State Sen. Eileen 
M. Donoghue; and ICCFA Immediate Past President Fred Lappin, CCE, 
president and CEO of Sharon Memorial Park, Sharon, Massachusetts, 
and Knollwood Memorial Park, Canton, Massachusetts.
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Above and left, additional 
views of the unique curved 
granite columbarium walls 
and the pavilion. The fact 
that the granite niche fronts 
were cut in a curved pattern 
to follow the exact radius 
of the curved columbarium 
walls makes them unique. 
In addition, the curved gran-
ite niche fronts were laid up 
in a running bond pattern 
providing a look compat-
ible with other granite wall 
construction in the historic 
cemetery.  

 PHOTOS ON THIS PAGE COURTESY OF EICKHOF COLUMBARIA

7KH�FROXPEDULXP�LQVWDOOHG�E\�(LFNKRI�&ROXPEDULD�DW�/RZHOO�&HPHWHU\�IHDWXUHV�%DUUH�*UH\�JUDQLWH�QLFKH�IURQWV�ZLWK�D�VDQGHG�ÀQLVK��
Above��RQH�RI�WKH�QLFKH�IURQWV�KDV�EHHQ�UHPRYHG�WR�VKRZ�YLVLWRUV�DWWHQGLQJ�WKH�GHGLFDWLRQ�KRZ�XUQV�ÀW�LQWR�WKH�GRXEOH�QLFKHV�
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garden was developed to offer cremation 
families something special.

The garden is located on a landscaped 
hill overlooking the rest of the grounds. 
“It’s a perfect spot for it; it’s almost like it 
was made for it,” Latham said. “It was an 
undeveloped area, right in the central part 
of the cemetery, on a hill overlooking the 
cemetery and close to the chapel and to the 
receiving tomb, which is architecturally 
interesting. It was absolutely perfect for 
what we had in mind.”

Discussion about developing a cremation 
JDUGHQ�EHJDQ�DERXW�ÀYH�\HDUV�EHIRUH�LW�ZDV�
built, Latham said. In addition to “being 
PLQGIXO�RI�RXU�ÀGXFLDU\�UHVSRQVLELOLWLHV�µ�
the trustees had a number of requirements 
in mind, he said in his speech at the 
dedication:

��7KH�SURMHFW�PXVW�ÀW�LQ�ZLWK�WKH�JDUGHQ�
style landscape.

��7KH�SURMHFW�PXVW�EOHQG�LQ�ZLWK�WKH�
historic monumentation.

��7KH�SURMHFW�PXVW�EH�RI�YHU\�KLJK�
quality.

��7KH�SURMHFW�PXVW�SRVVHVV�WKH�´ZRZµ�
factor.

“I’m pleased to say that the folks who 
KDYH�VHHQ�RXU�SURMHFW�FRQÀUP�WKDW�ZH�KDYH�
VXFFHHGHG�LQ�DOO�WKHVH�REMHFWLYHV�µ

Niches are contained in three curved 
granite walls provided by Eickhof 
Columbaria, Crookston, Minnesota. At the 
end of one wall is a small water feature, 
D�EURQ]H��ZLGH�PRXWKHG�VSRXW�WKDW�SRXUV�
water onto a large stone. The water level is 
no more than a couple of inches.

“The sound of falling water is not 
HVSHFLDOO\�ORXG��EXW�LW·V�DQ�DXGLR�YLVXDO�
feature that blends in with the area and 
helps set a contemplative atmosphere.”

Steps from one level of the columbarium 
OHDG�XS�WR�DQ�RSHQ�DLU�SDYLOLRQ�ZKHUH�
services can be held. It was included partly 
as one of the features that would make 
the cremation garden and columbarium 
unique to the area yet not out of place in its 
historic surroundings. “The idea of having 
D�SDYLOLRQ�MXVW�VRUW�RI�HYROYHG��,�WKLQN�RXU�
architect, Bill Walsh of Walsh Engineering 
Associates, had it as an option, and the 
board liked it. It’s a very nice feature.”

There is a memorial chapel on the 

,W·V�D�SHUIHFW�VSRW�IRU�LW��LW·V�DOPRVW�OLNH�LW�ZDV�PDGH�IRU�LW��,W�ZDV�DQ�XQGHYHORSHG�DUHD��ULJKW�LQ�WKH�FHQWUDO�SDUW�
RI�WKH�FHPHWHU\��RQ�D�KLOO�RYHUORRNLQJ�WKH�FHPHWHU\�DQG�FORVH�WR�WKH�FKDSHO�DQG�WR�WKH�UHFHLYLQJ�WRPE��ZKLFK�

LV�DUFKLWHFWXUDOO\�LQWHUHVWLQJ��,W�ZDV�DEVROXWHO\�SHUIHFW�IRU�ZKDW�ZH�KDG�LQ�PLQG�—James Latham

The garden section of the O.M. Whipple Columbarium & Garden of Remembrance 
includes seating, ground interment designed for cremated remains and a veterans 
PHPRULDO��WKH�FHPHWHU\·V�ÀUVW��1DPHV�DQG�VHUYLFH�LQIRUPDWLRQ�RI�WKRVH�LQXUQHG�LQ�
WKH�FROXPEDULXP�FDQ�EH�LQVFULEHG�RQ�WKH�JUDQLWH�LQ�IURQW�RI�WKH�ÁDJSROH�

At the dedication of the new cremation garden, Lowell Cemetery Board of Trustees 
members and staff, from left, Darren H. Sykes; Superintendent R. Brabrook Walsh; 
6D\RQ�6RHXQ��*HRUJH�/��'XQFDQ��)��$OH[�:LOVRQ��5RVHPDU\�1RRQ��%RDUG�3UHVLGHQW�
-DPHV�'��/DWKDP��$QQ�0DULH�3DJH��%ULDQ�/��&KDSPDQ��/HZLV�7��.DUDEDWVRV��%RDUG�
9LFH�3UHVLGHQW�DQG�7UHDVXUHU�5REHUW�6��0FNLWWULFN��0HKPHG�$OL��DQG�RIÀFH�PDQDJHU�
Michael H. Lally. Behind them is the pavilion, which had not been completed.
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cemetery grounds where services can be 
held in inclement weather. The chapel, built 
around the beginning of the 20th century, is 
made of granite, as is the columbarium, and 
has a slate roof, as does the pavilion. “Some 
of the roundness of the pavilion picks up 
some aspects of the chapel, which is down 
the hill from the columbarium.”

Though they were designing with 
��VW�FHQWXU\�FOLHQWV�LQ�PLQG��WKH\�ZHUH�

very conscious of the cemetery’s historic 
landscape and determined not to simply 
GURS�D�IUHH�VWDQGLQJ�FROXPEDULXP�
somewhere on the grounds, “like a post 
RIÀFH�ER[�µ�/DWKDP�VDLG�

“We wanted the columbarium to blend 
in with the rest of the cemetery as much as 
possible, so we chose granite in addition 
to being conscious of wanting something 
that would be unique and tasteful and that 

would be a credit to the cemetery and the 
community.”

Because of the curved walls, the niche 
covers are curved, as well. “They are 
GRQH�LQ�D�JUDGXDO�UDGLXV�VR�WKH\�ÀW�ZLWK�
the curvature of the overall columbarium 
wall. It was quite tricky. If the niche covers 
KDG�EHHQ�ÁDW��WKH\�ZRXOG�KDYH�SURMHFWHG�
shadows at various times during the day, 
and we didn’t want that.”

,Q�DGGLWLRQ�WR�WKH�DSSUR[LPDWHO\�����
GRXEOH�QLFKHV��WKHUH�DUH�VSDFHV�IRU�LQ�
ground burial of cremated remains. “They 
are not technically part of the columbarium; 
I guess you’d say they are part of the garden 
DVSHFW�RI�WKH�SURMHFW�µ

Some of the spaces are close to a 
YHWHUDQV�PHPRULDO��WKH�FHPHWHU\·V�ÀUVW��
“The cemetery has been very conscious 
of the contributions of veterans, and has 
honored veterans at a ceremony that always 
takes place the weekend before Memorial 
Day and at a smaller event near Veterans 
Day in the fall.

“We thought including an area where 
veterans are recognized would perhaps 
PDNH�PRUH�YHWHUDQV�FRQVLGHU�WKH�FROXP�
barium, but we also simply wanted to have 
VRPHWKLQJ�WKDW�VSHFLÀFDOO\�UHFRJQL]HG�WKHLU�
service.”

7KH�YHWHUDQV�DUHD�LQFOXGHV�D�ÁDJSROH�
and a plaque where veterans inurned in the 
columbarium will be recognized with the 
engraving of their name and service. This 
also solves the conundrum cemeterians 
often face when trying to balance the 
desire people have for personalization with 
aesthetic considerations.

“On the columbarium wall, we limit the 
engraving to the person’s name and dates, 
and we’re trying to keep the engraving 
consistent by using the same font. Many 
veterans want their memorials to include 
their military service, and we realized 
that in order to add that we were not 
going to be able to keep letters the same 
size to maintain the look we want for the 
columbarium.”

The veterans area solves the problem, 
providing a place where military service 
information can be recorded. The niche 
covers will include evidence of military 
service (a star) so that visitors know to walk 
over to the veterans area for further details.

Sales and marketing
Lowell did not sell the columbarium 
preconstruction, but start selling niches in 

Above and below, the trifold brochure Lowell Cemetery is using to introduce cre-
mation families to its new interment and inurnment option.
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6HSWHPEHU��SULRU�WR�ÀQDO�FRPSOHWLRQ�RI�WKH�
SDYLOLRQ�URRI�DQG�D�IHZ�SXQFK�OLVW�LWHPV��
The niche walls were in and people could 
see what the garden looked like.

Visitors to the cemetery’s website can 
download a trifold brochure (see page 34) 
GHVFULELQJ�WKH�FROXPEDULXP��DQG�WKH�SURMHFW�
has received favorable local press coverage.

The cemetery used a marketing consultant 
to help them pull together press kits and map 
out an advertising campaign leading up to 
a dedication ceremony in October. “And 
some of our trustees have been on local radio 
shows, and I believe one even appeared on 
local cable television.”

Speakers at the dedication included 
Latham; Rep. Nicki Tsongas, widow of the 
late Sen. Paul Tsongas, who is buried at 
Lowell Cemetery; a state senator; Lowell’s 
mayor; and ICCFA Immediate Past President 
Frederick Lappin, CCE.

At the dedication, Latham announced 
that materials were being gathered for a 
time capsule, which would include cemetery 
artifacts as well as photos of the day’s events.

In addition to the public dedication 
ceremony, “We had a separate preview for 

funeral directors in the area,” Latham said. 
0DVVDFKXVHWWV�LV�D�QRQ�FRPER�VWDWH��VR�
there is no funeral home associated with the 
cemetery. That means the cemetery has to 
market its new memorialization option itself, 
both to funeral directors and to the public.

“The reaction has been quite positive. 
People are really quite surprised and almost 
astonished at how handsome it is. It’s clearly 
not your typical columbarium, and we have 
been generating sales, absolutely.” U
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A view of the columbarium showing walls on two different levels of the sloping 
site, as well as the edge of the pavilion and the tent erected for the dedication.


