
Collective Memory Map: A Walk in Camberwell 

 

Starting in Ruskin Park and finishing in Burgess Park, this walk will take approximately 1 

hour plus any additional time you may spend in both parks.  

 

 



Part 1: Ruskin Park to Camberwell Grove 

Every May I make the annual trip across London to Denmark Hill station to visit the area 

where my mother grew up. She too used to sometimes take us here as children. I remember 

being so excited about taking the train, me and my sister would be on our best behaviour, 

each holding one of our mother’s hands tightly as we passed through the many commuters 

at the station to board the train. My mother also had fond memories of boarding the train at 

Denmark Hill with her own parents and siblings where they would head to the seaside in the 

summertime. As children when we arrived we would go and play in Ruskin Park, have lunch 

at the old station pub, and then take a walk onto Camberwell Grove where my mother would 

point out her childhood home and tell us stories of her own childhood living there. She too 

would play with her siblings in the park, splashing in the paddling pool on sunny days and 

watching the trains pass through the station. She often made this very journey with her 

siblings taking her between the park and home. Each year when I visit with my own family I 

take this same walk. Surprisingly this area hasn’t changed much from my own childhood. As 

you exit the park onto Denmark Hill you should cross at the junction with Champion Hill 

where you will get a view right in to the city, these days you can see the London Eye from 

this position. Turning right onto Champion Park you will pass the station, continuing up the 

hill onto Grove Lane you will reach a side street on the left, this will take you onto 

Camberwell Grove where you will catch a glimpse of the beautiful old house which stayed in 

my mother’s mind and imagination throughout her life.  

 

 

 

 

 

  

 



Part 2: Camberwell Grove to St. Giles Church 

Dear walker, thank you for joining, I’d like to introduce you to my home… I haven’t lived here 

long, but long enough to already see changes to the area. I see a lot from up here, I hear a 

lot too; whispers from the trees, murmurs from the buildings, chirps from fellow residents, all 

voices old and new. I’m free to roam London, but I mainly choose to reside here on this 

street. I’m not sure why, I think I’m drawn to the history of the place, the leafy streets, and 

the large hidden back gardens where there is plenty of food and nice places to perch. My 

own memory of my origin is a little hazy, no one seems to know where I came from but 

whatever my past was this is my home now. Anyway enough about me… If you want to 

know the true history of a place I believe you should ask the old trees, for they have been 

here longer than you and I. Their shadows fall and sprawl across the grove and all that cross 

their path. Layers of memory are bound within each growing cell forming rings of wisdom. 

These trees have witnessed many things. They were here back when this city street used to 

be a grove in a small country village, surviving elimination. They have watched over the 

streets construction and wept over its destruction. The first houses built in the mid-1770s, 

numbers 79 – 85, still stand midway down the grove, following this many more homes were 

built. During World War 2, in the 1940s, sadly bombs hit the street destroying some of these 

buildings, you will see where these have been replaced. Residents fought hard to preserve 

the grove leading to its protected status against any misguided council led construction. The 

trees have too seen the coming and going of these many different residents, the dreamers 

passing by on winter nights glancing in the large lit up windows, the cyclists slowly climbing 

the hill in sweat in the summer sunshine. As you wonder down the grove you should pay 

particular attention to the cobbled alleyways where all sorts of stories lurk. Near the bottom 

of the grove you should take a right turning onto one of these alleys - Churchyard Passage - 

where you will encounter the grand St Giles Church and its green where many crows 

wonder.  

 

 

 



Part 3: Camberwell Church Street to Benhill Road 

This part of the walk will take you through an area of Camberwell which has changed a lot in 

the last century and as you will see is still changing. As a resident of Benhill Road for many 

years I have witnessed some of this transformation. Firstly let me give you an overview of 

the history of the area which you will walk through. Originally farm land, this area came into 

urban existence during the industrial revolution when there was a great expansion of the city 

of London. The creation of the railway in this area in the 1860s meant that it was easier for 

people to live outside of the city and travel in. The area was once filled with Victorian era 

‘slum’ housing. These terraces, many of which still exist and have now been restored, then 

housed many poor workers in terrible conditions. During the 20th century there was a big 

drive by local authorities to sort out this problem of slum housing, described as ‘slum 

clearances’ the result being that many of these house were torn down and replaced. The 

estate housing you will see on this walk offers an example of new buildings springing up post 

1950s Britain. Marketed as the ideal solution to slum housing, the new builds offered a new 

modern way of living. Sadly these buildings have not stood the test of time lasting barely 50 

years, and now a new process of destruction and regeneration is currently taking place. 

Some of the buildings will be kept but with improvements, but many will be destroyed and 

sold off to developers to rebuild new ‘affordable homes’, or I should say ‘luxury’ apartments 

sold at hefty prices. You will witness layers of history through different eras, styles, and 

solutions to housing during this short walk. A couple of things to look out for - if you look to 

the left just before the turning onto Vicarage Grove you will see the Sceaux Gardens Estate 

standing tall a few streets away, built in 1959 this is an early example of a high rise build. 

Tragically a few years ago there was a fire in one of the blocks killing six people, I will never 

forget the terrifying sight of the billowing smoke in the sky. On route you will also probably 

see several yellow signs for ‘Camberwell Fields’, this is the new housing area which has 

replaced some of the old Elmington Estate. The name offers a sort of dreamy promise of 21st 

century city living, I guess you could say in some ways similar to promise of the homes 

which came before it.  

 

 



Part 4: Elmington Estate / Camberwell Fields 

My parents were one of the first tenants in the Habington House building of the Elmington 

Estate, where they lived for around 6 years, we moved out when I was four years old. I think 

I was too young to really remember the house myself, my memories are perhaps creative 

projections from the stories told to me by my parents and a few family photographs which 

still exist. My parents were excited to move into such a modern house, having grown up  

locally but in old Victorian era family homes where they shared their bedroom with many 

siblings, were without hot water and had an outdoors toilet, as you can imagine their lifestyle 

felt quite different here. They were not long married and this was their first home together. 

They quickly made friends with the neighbours, there where several other young married 

couples with children like themselves. I was born about eighteen months after they moved 

in, there are photographs of my mum heavily pregnant at a community barbeque in the 

garden outside the building. There are also photos of me as a toddler playing outside with 

some of the neighbours. We ended up moving out of the area due to a change in my dad’s 

job. Recently I took my parents, who are now elderly, on an ancestry tour of the area. Of 

course as you will see all of the buildings in this area are now very new, or even still in 

construction. The street had changed so much that my dad didn’t even recognise the place it 

should have been. I have since learnt that the building we used to live in was demolished 

several years ago, and have scoured the internet for photographs and memories to share 

with my parents. When buildings are so short lived all that’s left to keep them alive are a few 

photographs and memories. In the future I wonder who will remember that the home of the 

first few years of my life ever even existed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Part 5: Addington Square and Burgess Park area 

My grandchildren often ask me what it was like to live through the war, when I think back I 

always have a picture of my old family home and the street I lived on in my mind. Of course I 

was a child back then but I still had the sense that we were living in constant fear that we 

would find our house bombed when we emerged from shelter. The area where we lived was 

heavily bombed during the blitz, so I guess we were one of the lucky ones and amazingly 

our house even still exists today, albeit the landscape around it has dramatically changed. 

We would hear the air raid sirens almost nightly for a period of time. This familiar but still 

haunting noise meant that we would need to take shelter in one of the neighbourhood air 

raid shelters. I hated these cramped dark shelters and wished to be able to stay home. It’s 

hard to believe it now but we even played amongst the ruins of areas which had been hit by 

bombs! My old house is on the edge of what is now Burgess Park. This massive park was 

carved out of a built up area of the city, it is quite a unique park, even when you are in it you 

get the sense of the city around you. Take this corner for example there is a strange 

arrangement of houses and the beginning of green space, there is the feeling of something 

else existing here in this spot once before, the shadowy ghosts of past buildings. In the 

opposite direction the area is also surrounded by high rise tower blocks, it really is only these 

few remaining rows of houses which have survived in this area. The park emerged partly 

from the heavy bombing during the war where whole streets where destroyed, however 

many other homes where sadly demolished from ‘slum clearances’. Even my old home on 

Addington Square was nearly demolished, by the 1970s all the houses on the street had 

fallen into a poor state. Thankfully the houses were saved and restored. Today I must admit 

the square with the park on its doorstop is more beautiful than ever. It is now difficult to 

imagine that the Surrey canal once ran just behind the square. It has now long been closed 

and is dried up. If you have time to wonder through the park, which I recommend you do, 

you may find old remnants of its existence.    

 

 

 


