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Good morning, Chairs Millard and Daley and members of the committee. My name is Nancy Goldenberg, 

and I am proud to be among the founding members of the Pennsylvania Public Horticulture Coalition, also 

known as PPHC. 

 

I am also honored to be the President & CEO at Laurel Hill – two privately-owned, publicly accessible, 

nationally noteworthy cemeteries that are free and open 365 days a year. At 78 acres, Laurel Hill East, in 

Philadelphia, was established in 1836 and was the first cemetery in the United States to be designated as 

a National Historic Landmark. A 10-minute drive across the Schuylkill River, Laurel Hill West, founded in 

1869, is 187 acres in Montgomery County and is on the National Register of Historic Places.  Together, 

they constitute a 265-acre nationally accredited arboretum.    

 

Many of you may be asking yourselves: “How does a cemetery relate to public gardens, horticulture and 

tourism-centered economic enhancement?” It’s a fair question, and one we welcome answering. 

 

For historical context, let’s pretend it’s the early 1800s.  Cities like Boston, Baltimore and Philadelphia 

were industrializing.  They were dirty, dense, and generally incubators for disease and contamination. The 

word “cemetery” wasn’t yet part of American lexicon.  People buried their dead in crowded church 

graveyards or in potters’ fields. 

 

Borrowing from Europe, there began a movement to establish more respectable and more beautiful burial 

grounds, removed from the city, places that could also serve as a bucolic escape for the living.  Decades 

before Central Park, these “rural” cemeteries, with rolling hills, sculpted monuments, superb architecture, 

and exquisite gardens became the first public parks in America. People came by riverboat or horse and 

buggy to spend the day in the country with their family – those dead and alive.  By the mid-1800s, 

cemeteries became so popular that managers actually issued tickets for admission on weekends to 

families who had loved ones buried there.  And because cemeteries were such a newfangled idea, they 

quickly became tourist destinations. 

 

To help highlight Laurel Hill’s unique place in this broad and important space, please consider the following 

facts: 
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• Laurel Hill is still an active burial site, and is home to nearly 200,000 “permanent residents” – but 

we are so much more than just burial grounds 

o I mentioned we are a certified level II arboretum.  We have 6 PA State Champion Trees 

and an impressive living collection of over 6,000 trees and shrubs representing more than 

700 distinct species and cultivars.    

o Committed to sustainability, we are on the Lower Merion pollinator pathway, we are 

creating a wildflower meadow along the steep slopes of Laurel Hill East, and we are the 

only cemetery in the world to receive SITES Gold certification for our green burial area. 

• We welcome passive recreation in our cemeteries  

o Between 2019 and 2020 the number of daily visitors skyrocketed by 66%, as people found 

Laurel Hill to be a safe and attractive alternative to crowded park trails.  

o From 2019 to date, nearly 459,000 pedestrians and cyclists have entered Laurel Hill West 

from adjacent trails and over 28,000 have entered Laurel Hill East via the Kelly Drive 

gateway  

• Over the last five years, Laurel Hill has held 548 events and welcomed more than 45,000 guests 

to our outdoor movies, theater performances, concerts, tours, lectures, and markets. Our facilities 

have remained a central part of the local community and its economy.  

o Our cemeteries are often venues for Philadelphia Fringe Festival productions and serve 

as an economic driver for the film industry too.   

o Law Abiding Citizen (2009), Transformers Revenge of the Fallen (2009), Happy Tears 

(2009), and most recently, Concrete Cowboy (2021) were all filmed in Laurel Hill. 

o But perhaps the most well know films made in our cemetery are Rocky Balboa (2006) as 

well as Creed I and II.  In fact, Adrian Balboa and Paulie Pennino from the movies are 

“buried” at Laurel Hill and are on the itinerary of several Rocky Tour Experiences that 

visitors can take through Philadelphia. 

• Indeed, Laurel Hill is an important tourist attraction in a designated World Heritage City.  In fact, 

taphophiles — the name for people who make it a point to visit cemeteries in their travels – come 

to visit some of our more famous (or infamous) residents including  

o General George Meade and approximately 35 other Civil War generals; Thomas McKean 

and David Rittenhouse, signers of the Declaration of Independence; titans of industry like 

Mattias Baldwin, artists and architects like Thomas Ustick Walter, Frank Furness, and 

Alexander Calder; musicians like Teddy Pendergrass and Grover Washington, Jr., 

politicians and activists like C. Deloras Tucker and many sports greats, including Harry 

Kalas, the voice of the Phillies. 
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• Like many of my PPHC colleagues, we are frequently promoted by Visit Philly and PHLCVB who 

help ensure Laurel Hill is on the itineraries of conferences, events, and conventions.  More recent 

organizations paying us a visit have included the City Parks Alliance, American Institute of 

Landscape Architects, American Institute of Architects, Association for Graveyard Studies, the 

Ahmadiyya Muslim Community Conference. 

 

• Aside from the recreational and historical allure of Laurel Hill, we play an active role in education 

and workforce development, which I know is so important to all of our members.  We are often 

the subject or location of study among students of all ages. In just the past 4 years, we have 

hosted: 

o architecture students from Jefferson University and preservation students from Penn.  

We’ve worked with museum studies students from University of the Arts, and future 

artists from the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts.  We’ve been included in 

biodiversity studies and arts & entertainment projects by Drexel University students.  

We’ve hosted interns from Moore College of Art & Design as well as Williamson College 

of the Trades. We collaborate with 

students from the St. James School, right around the corner from us in North Philadelphia, 

in a Shakespeare in the Cemetery after-school program. 

o We host volunteer planting days for our members, community residents, and families of 

those buried in our cemeteries; we’re in the process of establishing a horticultural therapy 

program which we’ll launch next year. 

o And it almost goes without saying that our landscape staff and the staff members at other 

public gardens throughout the state are always collaborating and learning from each 

other, sharing research, best practices and even plants.   

 

• In 2020 Philadelphia Magazine awarded Laurel Hill Cemetery the “Best of Philly 2020 Award” for 

the “The Thing We Will Never Take For Granted.”   

We think for very good reason, and I hope you do too. 

Thank you for this opportunity. 

# # # #  

 

 

 


