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A salute to Joe Stevens

It  is  with enormous sadness that I  report the death of Joe Stevens, who will  be 
familiar to many of our readers as the volunteer who most often manned the New 
Leaf shop beside West Dulwich railway station. 

This cannot be an obituary, simply because I know so little about Joe's background, but it is an  
appreciation. I can attest to the remarkable loyalty and dedication with which he supported 
both New Leaf and the Friends of Belair Park.

I heard about his passing from New Leaf founder Vinnie O'Connell, who telephoned me on the 
evening of August 2. Joe had been discovered dead in his kitchen. The cause of death was found 
to have been a heart attack.

Vinnie asked me to make sure that David Petit, “Big Dave” to Park users, knew about what had 
happened. I walked round to Dave's house and had the sad duty of breaking the news. Dave 
asked me in and I heard about how he had met the New Leaf team in early 2010. He had been 
walking his dog across Thurlow Park Road to Belair Park, when he had slipped on the kerb and 
fallen into the South Circular. Fortunately, drivers stopped, but he had injured his knee. Dave 
told me how very grateful he had been for the kindness of Joe and Vinnie, who had invited him 
into the shop, applied basic first aid and made him a cup of tea. This is an example of how real 
community  is  created;  Dave  and Joe  later  explored  how they might  share accommodation, 
although Joe died before anything could come of the idea.

A few days ago, when I met Joe at the shop, he appeared unwell. I expressed concern, but he  
insisted that nothing was wrong and that he was going to continue working. That was typical of  
him. He was doing what he wanted to do – more than that – what he believed in passionately, 
and he intended to carry on. I gather that he bounced back shortly after I saw him, and seemed 
to be in much better health. All too often, people delay telling others how much they are valued 
until it is too late. I'm glad that words of appreciation were amongst my last words to him and  
that the Friends acknowledged his essential contribution in our June 25, 2012 newsletter, when 
we reported that Joe had been awarded a Southwark Star for all his hard work as a volunteer.  
His sense of humour will be missed. Joe used to tell a story about how he once slept rough in a  
wood and woke up to find himself lying next to a badger.  Above we see Joe's face creased up in 
a smile as he laughed with a colleague.

Martin Heath, Chairman, Friends of Belair Park.
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