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FARMLAND TO HOMES LAND

Lower Sydenham to Catford Bridge
The walk from Lower Sydenham to Catford passes through a landscape that was part of the kent countryside until little over a century
ago. Like a parchment written on and then cleaned and rewritten on - parts of the old text incompletely cleaned off can be read if looked
for. The same is true of landscapes. Here 200 years ago there were meadows on the low ground by the rivers, where it was liable to flood,
providing hay and pasture. on the higher and drier ground the land was used for growing crops.
It was part of the hinterland of London supplying it with part of the huge volume of food required. Today it is a part of London but this
trail is still remarkably green. The landscape has changed radically in the move from agricultural to recreational landscape but there are
still species hanging on that have a direct lineage to the past countryside.
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 The rivers Pool and Ravensbourne walk directly alongside the Pool River
 How the railway transformed the area
 Wildflowers, trees and birds along
the river

DISTANCE: 2.5 km / 1.5 miles
WALKING TIME: 1 Hour
WHEELCHAIR ACCESS: Yes
STATIONS: Lower Sydenham Station
BUS ROUTES: 181, 194, 352, 356, 450, 202
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What will you discover?
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www.riversandpeople.com - guided walk #2

Look out for Waterlink Way
signs or London Cycle Route 21
which mark the walk...
1 The opening of this station on 1st January 1857 is an
important date in the history of the area. It accelerated its
transformation from a rural Kent village into the London suburb it became. If you are able,
climb the steps to the top of the footbridge connecting the two platforms. To the north in
the distance you will see the cluster of tower blocks dominated by Canary Wharf on the Isle
of Dogs. Come out of the station, via platform 1 and turn right. With the railway line to your
right, make your way to the footpath marked by a London Cycle Network sign.
2 Follow the footpath, heading north past the old station allotments. These fell into disuse
and have since been transformed into a nature park which you can walk through, keeping
parallel to the footpath. A mixture of wild and planted trees occur here including Guelder
Rose, Field Maple and Birch, with a mix of wild and planted flowers such
as Fodder Burnet and Michaelmas Daisy.
Look out for Purple Toadflax in the summer. Introduced as a garden
plant from Italy it is now a common wildflower in the Borough. >
Veering to the right, follow Fambridge Close. Continue straight ahead, past the metal barriers, to the
Railway Tavern on the corner of Southend Lane. Cross Southend Lane and into Riverview Walk, part of
the Waterlink Way, and follow the path.

3 Walk up to the river and over it. Turn right and approach the brick railway arch. On the right hand side
of the arch there is a fern known as Rustyback. This is an unusual wall fern in Lewisham and in the eighties and
nineties was unknown in the borough. Since then it has appeared here and elsewhere as atmospheric pollution
has decreased.
Turn back towards the footbridge and follow the river on its journey
to Deptford Creek. You are in a new park and the line the river follows
is also new. Up until the late 1990s, this land was part of the old Bell
Green Gasworks where town gas was made from coal. The gas company
here in 1855 was the Crystal Palace District Gas Company. It was paid to
install the first street lighting in Sydenham.
With the conversion to using North Sea natural gas, production sites like
this became redundant in the late sixties. Millions of cookers and other
appliances had to be converted to be able to use the new gas. The river
used to wind through the gasworks. As the land here was raised, the
river became lower and lower until it was 3 to 4 metres below ground in
a concrete culvert.

< Rustyback

When Sainsbury’s was built here in the late nineties, the river was
moved into the shallower concrete culvert in its present location. In
addition concrete planters were built into the channel and planted up
with a variety of species including Sweet Flag. Unmanaged, many of the
species planted were rapidly lost and species like Nettle and Himalayan
Balsam gradually took grip.

Michaelmas Daisy
29th September is the feast of the Archangel Michael and all angels.
It is called Michaelmas which is one of the old quarter days that
occurs soon after the autumn equinox. The harvest was in and it was
a time of settling accounts. One of the species that can be found
in full flower at this time was given the name Michaelmas Daisy.
They are familiar garden plants originally from North America. They
have since gone wild and provide a late nectar supply (a useful food
source for many insects such as hoverflies) but they can take over
places to the exclusion of many other plants and therefore require
some form of management.

WWW.RIveRSANDPeoPLe.CoM - GUIDeD WALk #2

Spot the odd one out:
Field Maple, Norw ay Maple, Sycamore & London Plane.
Field Maple or London Plane are the odd ones out. Field Maple is the only one that is a
native species. London Plane is the only one that is not a maple - all the others are. All
these trees are common in Lewisham and all occur as wild species here too.
London Plane is a hybrid species meaning that its parents are the planes of the eastern
Mediterranean and North American species. Both parents are wetland trees and their
wild offspring can be found growing out of the embankments of the Thames. There are
some particularly large wild riverside London Planes in west London.

Field Maple

Norway Maple
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NE

UR

BO

NS

VE
RA

Continuing on the walk, turn right (left if returning from
Sainsbury’s) along the footpath. Follow the route of the river
and in about 250 metres you will pass a pond and long grass
area on your left. This was created at the same time as the new
river course and is managed to maintain some open water.
Crickets, grasshoppers and butterflies can be found here in the
summer months.
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Optional Route - Walking to Sainsbury’s for toilets and a cafe.
Carry straight on from the bridge and walk past the edge of
Sainsbury’s until you can make a left turn in front of the building.
Look out for Starlings amongst the cars and shopping trolleys; a
stunningly beautiful and quarrelsome bird.
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4 Follow the path onto the bridge. Looking downriver the
curves of the shallow concrete culvert snake away as the river
heads north to Deptford Creek. Cross the bridge.

Milne Map 1801 - The river still meandered through the landscape
here until the flood of 1968 led to the river being straightened up.

Starlings
Starlings were originally called Stare or Starn. A baby Stare was a Starling - gradually over time the
name stuck to adults as well. In German it is still called a Star. They are extraordinarily beautiful
birds, displaying the green and purple iridescence, and may be found in number in Sainsbury’s car
park whistling, singing, wheezing, clattering or mimicking anything from a car alarm, other bird songs
or even a telephone.
In trying to control their numbers in the carpark, speakers play the recorded call of predators in an
attempt to frighten them off, but the Starlings have learnt to ignore the apparent threat. overnight
they roost on the gas holders.
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5 Walk through the gates. Follow the path keeping to the right. Cross the bridge
and enter the River Pool Linear Park. The river is hidden from view most of the way
by encroaching trees and scrub. This is one of the best patches in the area for migrant
birds. In the summer the scratching call of the Whitethroat may be heard along with
the more common Chiffchaff, Blackcap and Willow Warbler. In 2010 the loud explosive
call of the Cetti’s Warbler was heard for the first time so listen out.
The younger trees by the railway were planted at the beginning of the 1990s. The
larger oaks and birch are all wild trees that spread naturally alongside the line. At the
time of the Milne map in 1801 this area was all farmland with meadows and grassland
alongside the river with crops on the higher ground. The building of the Bellingham
Estate in the 1920s brought an end to farming here but this area trapped between the
railway and river escaped development. See Milne Map 1801 on previous page.
Tall herbs grow in the rough grassland both sides of the footpath including Mugwort,
Hogweed, Tansy, Teasel and Horseradish. Teasels provide a valuable food supply
for birds in the autumn and winter. If you ignore the footpath and lampposts, there
are times when – walking here in the summer – you can imagine yourself in the
countryside with all the greenery that surrounds you.

Horseradish is a relic of the allotments that used to be here during and after the second world war. The
name is thought to derive from a mistranslation of the German name Meerrettich meaning sea radish. It
was mistranslated as Mare’s radish which over time became Horseradish. It has leaves the size of a large
dock and it is the root that provides the uniquely pungent taste. It was the 2011 Herb of the Year.

Gauging Station
A few hundred meters into the River Pool Linear Park, by the metal railings along
the river’s edge, is a concrete gauging staton. This is a type of submerged slipway
used to measure the flow rate and volume of water travelling along the river.
Optional route - Refer to the map for an optional walking path directly
alongside the river Pool. Look out for a substation on your left and turn left
immediately after it. Walk towards the river, where the informal path takes
you along the water’s edge.

Take notice of the confluence of the rivers where the Pool joins the Ravensbourne and
they continue on together swelling the river. Look out for Woodpecker holes on the
mature Willow trees here. These are now occupied by parakeets.

6 The path crosses a footbridge over the Pool. In front of you there is a fish bypass.
This has been constructed to enable fish to avoid the weir and swim up stream.
The next stretch has become increasingly wooded over the last few decades as trees have
grown and colonised. As a consequence Cow Parsley has colonised and delivers a floral
snow storm in the spring. Walk on, cross the river one more time and approach the
railway viaduct. The river goes into a concrete box here and then underground till it
re-emerges by Catford Bridge station.

7 The path here is a little unclear but keep heading in a diagonal line across car parks
past Wickes, Paul Simon and Halfords towards a bridge over the railway line. As you
approach, the route becomes visible as a tunnel under the road.
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You are now at Catford Bridge station which opened on the 1st of January 1857.

For more guided walks along Lewisham’s rivers please visit www.riversandpeople.com

Confluence of the Rivers Pool & Ravensbourne

