
 May 20, 2015     

Community        

Action                         

promoting  ecology, education & social justice 

Southwark  should  re-think  and  preserve  our
woodland insists May 13 campaign meeting. 

Martin Heath, Chair, Friends of Belair Park.

This is the most serious-looking campaign that I have seen in a long while. It was
business-like, efficient and focussed. I saw talent, know-how and enthusiasm coming
together into a creative process which, hopefully, will cause Southwark Council to re-
think  the  possibility  of  destroying  woodland  and  incipient  woodland  and  instead
manage Camberwell Old Cemetery (and Camberwell New Cemetery) for nature. 

On May 13, 2015, I answered an invitation to attend a residents' campaign meeting
held at the Rose public House on Forest Hill Road. My route, on foot, took me down
Underhill Road  and past Camberwell Old Cemetery. I had never previously taken a
close look at this patch of woodland. I had assumed, whenever I had glimpsed it
from a passing bus, that there was just a single row of trees along the boundary.
Now, peering over the weather-beaten slats of the wooden fence, I saw real green
depth and realised that I was looking at an important island of amenity and habitat.  

Southwark has been looking at removing this woodland and existing old graves, in
order  to  gain  more burial  space.  One cannot  disagree with  Cllr  Barrie  Hargrove,
Southwark's Cabinet Member for Public Health, Parks and Leisure when he points out
that for many people, an actual grave can be important for the grieving process. Well
known eco-activist  Störm Poorun,  who knows the area  closely,  sympathises,  but
argues that the new space made available by the removal of woodland would be no
more than "a drop in  the ocean" compared with the scale of  Southwark's  burial
needs.  Southwark's  present  plans,  campaigners  emphasise,  would only  delay  the
inevitable. I recall a strange short story I once read in which, after untold millennia,
an entire planet had become smothered by tombs. There is a burial space problem,
but, reason campaigners, removing this woodland would contribute relatively little.
The alternative is to preserve a valuable green haven in dense urban environment.



Woodland  of  Camberwell  Old  Cemetery
(above)  provides  the  ideal  contrast  to
nearby  high  density  housing  (left),
notably  the  Dawson's  Hill  development.
In terms of wildlife corridors, Camberwell
Old  Cemetery  provides  a  wooded
stepping  stone  between  the  ecology
areas  on the  NW side  of  Dawson's  Hill
and,  just  across  Forest  Hill  Road,
Brenchley Gardens and One Tree Hill.

Significantly,  a  good  proportion  of  the
voices calling for Southwark to re-think are
young. There is, for example, a strong and
committed contingent of students from the
Camberwell Art College. On May 16, 2015,
Save  Southwark  Woods  took  part  in  the
Nunhead Cemetery Open Day (below). This
large  Victorian  burial  ground  is  managed
principally for ecology, history and amenity.
Parents  with  young  children  swarmed
around  the  stall,  anxious  to  secure  a
greener future. The photo below was not in
any  way  posed,  but  was  a  snapshot
showing a typical public response.



Save  Southwark  Woods  and  the
London  Borough  of  Southwark
have met in confrontation. This is
unfortunate;  the  campaign  is
above  all  else  a  celebration  of
nature in Southwark. To this end,
Save Southwark Woods members
have looked at organising literary
readings, dance, drama and other
events.  Is  it  possible  for  LBS to
align  with,  rather  than  collide
with these positive energies  and
for  both  parties  to  become
partners in a constructive future? 

Above:  Camberwell  Old  Cemetery.  Right:  Image  from Google  Maps.  Left  and
below: Nunhead Cemetery, a model of how a burial ground can respect history
and the deceased whilst encouraging biodiversity. 
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