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            FOREWORD

         

         Greenwich could have no better or inspiring guide to its wonderful and varied green spaces than Candy Blackham’s book. Its scope is breathtaking: ancient parks and commons, heathland, municipal parks, allotments, pocket parks and gardens of all kinds. She has visited, researched and photographed all of these precious green spaces in the borough. Her knowledge of plants and trees, her skill as a photographer and her sheer determination as a researcher have created a remarkable record of the borough’s open spaces. I particularly like her delightful ‘hymn of praise’ to the less well known Bostall Community Gardens. A record of some 145 sites and walks.

         The diverse and very precious areas of green space in the royal borough include many that were saved as a result of extremely hard-fought campaigns. John De Morgan and the Plumstead Rioters saved the areas of ancient common at Plumstead, one of which has an impressive bronze Age barrow. The wonderful woodlands on Shooters Hill would have succumbed to housing development without the intervention of the London County Council between the wars. However, all but one of a Bronze Age barrow cemetery on the hill was lost. A later threat from the proposed East London River Crossing and its dual carriageway through Oxleas and Shepherdleas Woods was fought off by tough, inspired community pressure and activism. The integrity of ancient Blackheath was being undermined in the nineteenth century by development pressures, gravel extraction and unregulated activities, but the takeover by the Metropolitan Board of Works preserved that large area of heathland for public enjoyment. There were even two significant threats to Greenwich Park: a railway viaduct in 1835 was designed to take the London and Greenwich Railway to Woolwich and beyond, the other a motorway tunnel planned by the Greater London Council as part of the notorious ‘Motorway Box’ proposals for London. Both of course failed.

         Candy Blackham’s thorough research, fieldwork, her knowledge of trees and plants, informed opinions and her skill with the camera make this a unique and important record of Greenwich’s wonderful green spaces, providing strong evidence against any future threats.

 

         Julian Watson

Local History Librarian for the London Borough of Greenwich, 1969–2003
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            INTRODUCTION

         

         
            “Though the gray hair is on my head, and the furrows of time are on my brow, yet have I to be thankful for a light foot, a ready hand, a quick eye, and a cheerful heart; and the possession of these blessings, naturally enough, leads me to partake of sunshine, rather than to go in quest of shadows.”

            George Mogridge, Old Humphrey’s Walks in London, (1851, The Religious Tract Society, London)

         

         Green Lewisham was published in July 2022, but I had caught the exploring bug. And so I set off immediately to investigate the green spaces in the Royal Borough of Greenwich (RBG), armed with a new camera and new shoes!

         I soon learned that exploring in this neighbouring borough would be a different experience from Lewisham. There were fewer contemporary historical books, no John Coulter as in Lewisham, and fewer dedicated bloggers to help me. Many hours of reading and research were needed. My library grew rapidly, helped by Amazon, ABE Books and others, and mostly delivered by Odile – THANK YOU ODILE! The West Greenwich Library was marvellous and the Greenwich Archive helped as and when it could.

         A back injury continued to be problematic, but walking in the various green spaces always improved my mood and helped keep me fit-ish. The trees were particularly healing. The RBG is blessed with wonderful woodlands, young and old, though while we enjoy them, we also have to be mindful of how we care for them.

         I became increasingly aware of the need to protect our environment and the hugely important role played by the Friends groups, and by individual people who continue to fight for the future of our natural surroundings.

         And I found that very simple things could make all the difference — information boards, requests for care, dead hedging, controlling children and dogs in planted areas. And with that awareness was also a sadness that some people can be so careless, allowing children to break branches and pick flowers in parks, thereby teaching them that it doesn’t matter what they do to public property.

         So, over time, this became a book both joyous and sad, and with an increasing gratitude to those people who care, go out of their way to maintain high standards, and have an empathy with nature.

         I am immensely grateful to all those who keep me on my feet: Dr Sharya Beheshti and Katie Walker for expertise and kindness; Darren Higgins and Jacqui Norton–Old for refusing to give up; Prof Bruce Kidd who encouraged me to ‘fight against the dying of the light’; Dr Paul Scott who advocated ‘keep going’; Dr Serge Nikolic who is kind, and understands, and heals; Liona van Eck for helpfulness; Dr Melvin Lobo who sorted out Covid; the doctors and nurses at King’s College Hospital; and Liza St Clair for her help at the gym. I am more than grateful.

         Cllr Adel Khaireh and Rob Goring of RBG, Paul de Sayle from QWAG, and Zara Visanji of Thames21 all supported this project. Linda Durrant made wonderful maps again, and Julian Watson was generously supportive and encouraging.

         Many generous and helpful people met me in parks, read text and saved me from factual errors: Kathy Aitken; Chris Allen; Tim and Edna Anderson; Christine Anthony; Dr Phil Askew; Christine Bevan; Mark Barnes; Tim Barnes KC; Keith Billinghurst; Sacha Bright; Shirley Brihi; John Bunney; Stella Butler; Richard Butt; Mark Cannon; Sarah Carlin; Irma Carter; John Clark; Tony Day; Meryl Davies; Jonathan Drakes; Jane Errington; Sarah Foord–Divers; Will Foster; David Jarvis; Jack Gower; Diane Greenwood; Fiona Harrison; Allen Hervey; Simon Hawkins; Rachel Henry; Carol Howcroft; Bridget Imeson; Kris Inglis; David Jarvis; Christine Johnson; Carol Kenna; John Kennett; Jim Kinsella; Dr Benz Kotzen; Kate MacLachlan; Jean Mahy; John Martin; Sarah McMichael; Kirsty Meekings; Matthew Mees; John Martin; Matilda Martinetti; Mark Maxwell; Susan Miles; Kay Millburn; Dr Mary Mills; Sue Mitchell; Linda Monks; Revd Liz Newman; Rick Newman; Anne Novis; Stephen O’Connor; Kate Parker; Terry Powley; John Reed; Barbara Reid; Revd Caroline Risden; Morgan Roberts; Jason Sylvan; John Slusar; Alan Smith; Major Scott Sloan; David Stanley; Dave Stevenson; Gulle Stubbs; Christine Thornton; Zoe Toone; Ellie Truscott; Bee Twidale; Dr Pieter van der Merwe; 7Christine Wagg; Tracy Ward; Dr Tom Wareham; Pauline Watson; John Webb; Chris Whitefield; Elizabeth Wiggans; Lizzie Wood; Liz Wright; Isabel Yeardley. English Heritage and the Royal Parks were helpful, and I owe a big thank you to all the people who agreed to be photographed.

         As before, the Authoright team guided me through the whole process.

         Personal friends have been wonderful. My thanks to Dennis Atwell for trying out pubs and Andrina Gibson for taking delivery of books in my absence; BER for continuing and unwavering friendship; Marion Blair, Charo Gonzalez, Chrissie Kitchen, Sarah McLeery and Juliette Weaver for just being there; Fiona Harrison for introducing me to Mara Café and helpful chats over cups of coffee; Jane O’Brien for listening; Elliott Levy for urging me to ‘take ownership’ and be personal; Sasho Somov for his music; Ian Stockwell for caring; and finally thanks to Jeremy who walked yet more miles while listening to further ‘park talk’.

         The Borough of Greenwich is full of surprising sights, and I am grateful that I stepped off the path and walked round the corner so many times. And, the end, this book felt more like a community project to celebrate the efforts of all those who look after the borough’s treasured green spaces.

         Any mistakes are my own and much regretted.

         
            
[image: ]A warm summer Sunday with Friends of The Tarn
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            WHY ARE THERE GREEN SPACES IN GREENWICH?

         

         The Royal Borough of Greenwich is a story of the very old and the very new, of town and country, and of changing populations and behaviours. It is a story of trade, war, and business, and more recently concerns about climate change and the care of our environment. It is a slightly scary story about the rapid disappearance of the countryside and the importance of looking after the green spaces which are left. And it is always the story of people.

         The Romans were here, as were the Saxons and the Danes (briefly). French and Belgian monasteries were Lords of the Manor for several hundred years before the land reverted to Crown ownership. And until the 19th century, much of the borough was in Kent.

         It is the London borough with the longest river frontage on the Thames, stretching from Deptford to Erith, and it carries the long–distance Thames Path for 13 kms. Land rises from the former river marshes to an escarpment and then again to the high point of Shooters Hill. Woodlands are abundant but there are also grasslands — acid, neutral, chalk — some heathland, and still two patches of farmland.

         The borough was once home to two royal palaces: Greenwich and Eltham. In Greenwich, the site of successive palaces lives on as Greenwich University (formerly the Royal Hospital and followed by the Royal Naval College), the Maritime Museum and Greenwich Park. In Eltham, only the great hall of Eltham Palace remains as part of the Courtaulds’ Art Nouveau mansion, and its former parkland is now the Blackheath Golf Club and the Middle Park and Horn Park housing estates.

         Away from the river, much of the area was still countryside well into the 20th century. Kidbrooke was farmed until WWII, and Chapel Farm and Coldharbour Farm in New Eltham were dairy farms until the 1940s. Their fields are now mainly housing with small parks and sports grounds.

         The countryside gave way to the same forces which changed Lewisham: new railways and roads, London’s expanding population, WWI and the changes in society thereafter, and an escalation of social expectations after WWII.

         The major landowners did not share the philanthropic bent to be found in neighbouring Lewisham. Was it a question of timing, or perhaps because they didn’t live locally? Mayow Park and Deptford Park in Lewisham, are parks which were created in the late 19th century by concerned local landowners who wanted to benefit in perpetuity the general public living in areas of dense housing. By contrast, the major landowners in Greenwich, such as the Angerstein family, John Cator and the Pattison family in Woolwich, sold their land for commercial development. Only the Maryon–Wilson family, who owned the Manor of Charlton, gave or sold land for public parks.

         Fortunately the Councils — the GLC, the London City Council, and the Woolwich Council — saw the need for recreational spaces. Ebenezer Howard had published Tomorrow: A Peaceful Path to Real Reform in 1898 and started the Garden City movement. His vision was fresh in the minds of those who planned the remarkable Progress Estate in 1915. Middle Park Estate, Horn Park Estate and the Coldharbour Estate were laid out with similar ideas.

         Some recent commercial housing developments seem less interested in natural and biodiverse surroundings. Royal Arsenal Riverside is very attractive but continuing development will remove a park, and by removing any responsibility for gardening from the residents, are the developers perhaps also removing a sense of ownership and responsibility for the environment? ‘New London’ on the north of the Greenwich Peninsula may be architecturally interesting, but does it include adequate recreational green spaces for up to 17,000 new residents?

         Yet there is another way. A stark contrast is offered at Thamesmead with Peabody’s commitment to ‘Living in the Landscape’ and placemaking; Waterford Place in New Eltham is built around a village green with a large pond; 9and Kidbrooke Village is very beautiful, with parks and gardens at all levels.

         Why include churchyards and cemeteries? In the 1800s, George Alfred Walker, a doctor in East London, linked poor public health to overcrowded burial grounds in densely inhabited parts of London. He argued passionately for the need to “remove as far as possible from the living, the pestiferous exhalations of the dead.”1 The Burials Act of 1852 started the process of closing overcrowded burial grounds, but what then? Further legislation — Open Spaces Acts and Disused Burial Grounds Acts — allowed these spaces to develop into public parks.

         The Metropolitan Public Gardens Association was founded in 1882 by Lord Brabazon with the support of the National Health Society. The Association’s remit was to acquire and lay out recreational spaces, including these newly available churchyards. The churchyards at St Alfege’s in Greenwich and St Mary in Woolwich were two of their earliest gardens.

         Greenwich is particularly rich in woodlands. Shooters Hill Woods, Shrewsbury Park, Bostall Woods and Bostall Heath all offer many hours of calming surroundings, but surely the undergrowth of wildflowers and bulbs must be protected from dogs and feet by deadhedging and designated paths or the joy of seeing bluebells in the spring will simply disappear.

         In 1977 the London boroughs of Greenwich, Lewisham, Bexley and Bromley collaborated to create the Green Chain Walk, linking 300 open spaces to protect them from building. The fifty–three–mile walk from the Thames to Crystal Palace has several offshoots and circular routes. The TFL website suggests eleven sections, covering 82 kms.

         People care deeply about their surroundings. John de Morgan was imprisoned to protect Plumstead Common from development in the 19th century, and in the 20th century campaigners blocked the construction of the proposed East London River Crossing, thereby preventing the destruction of Oxleas Wood.

         Greenwich abounds in opportunities to create more aesthetically pleasing green spaces which also encourage biodiversity. The University of Greenwich, in the centre of Greenwich, offers degrees in landscape architecture and their rooftop gardens at the library on Stockwell Street are an example of biodiversity, practicality and aesthetic pleasure. How fortunate the Council is to have recourse to all this knowledge which could easily be incorporated in existing parks and new housing developments.

         Active Friends groups will be vital in a period of diminished funding. They make a huge and visible difference to parks, and the council is heavily dependent on their voluntary work. The Tarn is stunning, Horn Park’s new woodlands will one day be very beautiful, and Fairoak Drive Green in the private development at Eltham Heights is closely guarded. Plumstead Common relies on a hardworking group of Friends, and the garden at Charlton House has been created by Friends. Mycenae House Gardens and Hornfair Park are being rescued by Friends.

         It is curious therefore that the council does not employ an Ecology Regeneration Manager or a Head of Horticulture to guide the efforts of such committed volunteers.

         “Civic pride can, perhaps, be inculcated to a greater degree by the parks department than by any other.”2 Safeguarding what we have depends on practical horticultural knowledge, knowledge of how to deal with climate change and knowledge of new research. But it also needs a vision of what is good for society based on that knowledge, the courage to follow that vision and the strength tolead people towards it. To merely say ‘we have done what people wanted’ doesn’t seem quite good enough.

         “Conservation — of all living creatures, including trees — has little chance of long-term success without understanding, which depends in large measure on excellent science. But conservation cannot even get on to the agenda unless people care.”3 This puts responsibility firmly on the shoulders of leaders, including councils, who have the power to guide appropriate and imaginative actions.

         Managing the balance between social needs and good living conditions and our need for nature is challenging, but challenges are opportunities to do better, are they not?
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            MAPS OF AREAS & SITES IN ROYAL BOROUGH OF GREENWICH (RBG)

         

         
            
[image: ]Maps by Lynda Durrant at www.fullcircle-design.co.uk

            

         

         The sites in RBG are placed in the areas shown above for the purposes of this book; they are not the same as voting areas or administration wards. 11

         
            
[image: ]Maps by Lynda Durrant at www.fullcircle-design.co.uk

            

         

         The Royal Borough of Greenwich has thirteen Green Flag Parks in 2024, and four sites with the Green Flag Community Award.

         In London in Bloom, 2024, RBG parks won six Gold Medals, four Outstanding Commendations, the Judges Award and the Outstanding Achievement Award.
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            THE RIVERS
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         The Thames

         The tidal Thames from Teddington Lock downstream is a SINC (Site of Importance for Nature Conservation) of Metropolitan Importance, with 13 kms of river frontage in the Royal Borough of Greenwich.

         In the past, the marshes along the river flooded regularly, and in 1325, a commission was set up to enforce the maintenance of the river walls and drainage ditches from Greenwich to Dartford. The river walls were probably built over hundreds of years in a piecemeal way with a process known as ‘inning’ and the reclaimed land could then be used to graze sheep and cattle.

         The wallscot tax on landowners was introduced in 1527 to fund the flood defence system, and by the early 1600s the most important drainage ditches were in place. But in the 16th century the sea wall was breached several times and 2,000 acres in Erith, Plumstead and Lesnes were flooded for over thirty years. And again “In the year 1671, a great inundation happened at and near Deptford. About 700 sheep, with a great number of oxen, cows, &c. were destroyed in the marshes; the cables of ships at anchor were broken, and the water rose to the height of ten feet in the streets near the river.”4

         The Thames Barrier opened in May 1984 and today protects Central London from flooding by tidal surges. However, the river levels rise each year, and by 2040 a decision will be needed on whether to build a new barrier or upgrade the existing one.

         For centuries, the Thames was an important trade route and London was a major port. In 1599, the Lord Mayor of London and City Merchants established the East India Company at Blackwall, and by the mid –1700s the company dealt with half the world’s trade.

         Fishing was once an important industry. In Roman times the biggest oyster beds were in the Thames Estuary and oysters were brought to London live, or pickled. “What should I speak of the fat and sweet Salmons daily taken in this Stream, and that in such Plenty, (after the Time of the Smelt is past) as no River in Europe is able to exceed it? But what Store also of Barbels, Trowts, Chevins, Pearches, Smelts, Breams, Roches, Daces, Gudgeons, Flounders, Shrimps, Eeles, &c. are commonly to be had therein,” says John Strype in 1603.5 Only two hundred years ago Woolwich and Barking were significant fishing villages, trading in salmon.

         But in the 19th century, the growth of the population, discharge of raw sewage, and the Industrial Revolution started destroying the river. In the Great Stink of 1858, people were actually driven out of London. Nevertheless, fishing for whitebait continued and whitebait suppers were particularly famous in the Trafalgar Tavern. 13

         The river was declared biologically dead in 1957, but it was only from the 1970s that action was taken and organisations such as the National Rivers Authority established. However, the ecological state of the Thames is only deemed to be ‘moderate.’

         Today, 125 varieties of fish have been recorded, including seabass, eels and smelts, although the salmon have not returned. Seals are fairly common, but ongoing vigilance is needed because the amount of plastic dumped into the river increases every year and sewage discharges remain problematic. A new drainage system, the Tideway Tunnel will be completed in 2025 and it is hoped this drain will have a major impact on the cleanliness of the river.

         The Thames is almost a canal now, rigorously contained by embankments and mainly lined with housing from Central London to Erith. The Uber taxis and pleasure steamers cruise the river, with yachting enthusiasts, the occasional cruise liner or naval vessel and the river police. The wildlife has increased, but it is a long way from supporting the fishing industry of past centuries. Nevertheless, the change over the past sixty years has been dramatic.

         The Quaggy

         The Quaggy, a tributary of the River Ravensbourne, flows for 17 kms through Bromley, Lewisham and Greenwich and has many of its own tributaries.

         In Greenwich, we find the Upper, Middle and Lower Kidbrook, the Well Hall Stream and the Little Quaggy. It is a complicated little river, so I refer you to Ken White’s excellent booklet for the full story.

         Both the Ravensbourne and the Quaggy are prone to flooding, and for many years the river was culverted because it was believed that containing the water and allowing it to rush to a major outlet prevented flooding. This didn’t work, and the Quaggy Waterways Action Group has been the driving force in opening up the river and returning it to a natural state with small flood plains and meanders. The volume of water spreads out along the length of the river, habitats for wildlife and appropriate plants are created, and people enjoy the natural beauty Sutcliffe Park is a large–scale example of river restoration and the proposed Quaggy River Trail from Sutcliffe Park to the centre of Lee Green could be an exciting continuation. Hints of the river are in the Casterbridge Pond in Blackheath, King George’s Field, Well Hall Pleasaunce, The Tarn and the lower end of the Sidcup Grasslands.

         The Plumstead River

         The River Wogebourne or Woghbourne appears in 14th century manuscripts and later was known as the Plumstead River. However, by the 1970s most of the stream was culverted and renamed the Wickham Valley Waterway.

         The stream rises on the eastern slopes of Oxleas Wood and emerges on the northern side of Shooters Hill Road and runs through the Woodlands Trust Farm. From there, it runs across East Wickham Open Space and appears on the eastern side of Wickham Lane opposite Bournewood Road. The stream doglegs down Wickham Lane and then seems to branch.

         One branch feeds into Southmere in Thamesmead and then into the Thames via the system of canals. Another branch was uncovered and rerouted during Crossrail building works in Plumstead marshes, but the course of the river is unclear, although it is known to discharge into the drainage canals and lakes in Thamesmead.

         
            Essential reading:

            Ackroyd, Peter, Thames, Sacred River, (2007, The Book People)

            Port of London Authority: www.pla.co.uk/Environment/Nature

            Stone, Peter, The History of the Port of London, (2017, Pen and Sword)

            White, Ken, The Quaggy River and its Catchment Area, (1999, Quaggy Waterways Action Group)

            A Spark in your Veins, https://e-shootershill.co.uk/2013/09/08/wogebourne/
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            GREENWICH

         

         It is hard to imagine East Greenwich in the past. The Cantiaci tribe of Iron Age settlers were followed by the Romans from the 1st to 5th centuries AD. And the Romans were followed by the mixed group of people known as Anglo–Saxons, including the Jutes, who landed their boats on the firm and gravelly banks of the Thames and traded from them in beach markets. The Ravensbourne was their route inland. They built houses in the area and their graves are on the hill in Greenwich Park.

         It is said that King Alfred’s youngest daughter, Princess Aelfrida, gave the Manor of Lewisham (which included East Greenwich, Woolwich, Mottingham and Combe in Kent) to the Abbey of St Peter in Ghent in 918. The manor was administered locally and only returned to English ownership when Henry V repossessed the Alien Priories in 1414.

         The Danes continued to raid during the 10th and 11th centuries, but on the whole, life was probably uneventful for ordinary folk living in Gronewic, the Anglo–Saxon name meaning a green landing place or trading place.

         Until the mid–1800s, East Greenwich was the great complex of the palace buildings and park surrounded by countryside with farms and large country houses. It was the advent of the railways in 1838 and the opening of Greenwich Station, the first commuter station in London, which escalated development. To the east and on the peninsula, Morden College built housing in the 19th century; Eastcombe Farm was sold for housing, and the Angerstein family sold off Westcombe and the Woodlands Estate, leaving only very small green spaces.

         Royal Greenwich

         The heyday of Greenwich was the time of the Tudors and the Stuarts in the 15th–17th centuries. There are many books on the subject so only a brief outline is given here.

         Humphrey, the Duke of Gloucester, built Bella Court in Greenwich in the 15th century and later enclosed 200 acres of common land as Greenwich Park, with a tower on top of the hill. The palace had a great garden, a little garden and an orchard.

         Henry VII demolished Bella Court and built the Greenwich Palace where Henry VIII was born. This palace also had extensive gardens. Elizabeth I commissioned more work in the gardens, including arbours and decorative fountains by her Master Mason, Cornelius Cure.

         James I preferred to live in Westminster, but Queen Anne favoured Greenwich. She engaged Salomon de Caus to design a garden at Greenwich and he was paid for making a knot garden in 1613. No plans remain, only the accounts of visitors who talked of parterres, a fountain, a grotto, statuary and bird house. In 1616, Inigo Jones started work on the Queen’s House, but Queen Anne died in 1618 and the work on the house was only resumed by Queen Henrietta Maria in 1630. Today it is Grade I listed.
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