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What is Embrace? 

Embrace Cooperation Ltd is a London  based 
registered not for profit organisation since 
2004. Which was founded in 2000 as Embrace 
Unlimited a voluntary organisation. Its key 
aim is to provide learning schemes for young 
adults who otherwise may not have been 
presented with such opportunities. Ultimately 
this provides them with invaluable skills that 
are essential in today’s society. The schemes 
provided by Embrace include: 

• Arts 
• Personal development 
• Media 
• Placements 
• Exchange programs 
• Environmental conservation projects.

Another important aspect of Embrace is that 
it provides work placements for a variety of 
students who would otherwise have been 
unable to take part in such projects; therefore 
giving them the chance to enhance their 
future career prospects.

Natural History Exploration of 
Streatham Common

A Heritage Lottery Fund grant funded 
community project promoting Streatham 
Common. The project highlighted the history, 
environmental importance & recreational 
significance of the Common as a natural 
heritage site. The Project started in January 
2008, ran for a year and a half, the project 
aims included creating long-term participation 
of the local communities in the conservation 
of the Common and involving groups who 
normally do not take an active part in the area 
in practical events. The project included:

Wildlife ID walks & surveys
History research & Oral history interviews 
with Streatham locals
Digital photography & Video workshops
Practical environmental conservation
Trips to other London parks

Overall this project was very successful and 
helped raise awareness of the importance to 
help preserve the common.

To find out more, phone 0208 6701221 or 
email info@myembrace.org
Website www.myembrace.org
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Overview

Living in London is undoubtedly an acquired 
taste – life in the concrete jungle can be hard 
work, draining, and sometimes relentless. 
However, we city goers are lucky in the sense 
that London is also home to lush commons, 
parks and greens. 

Streatham Common - situated in Streatham, 
the Borough of Lambeth - is one of these.
Originally used for agricultural purposes, 
Streatham Common may seem fairly 
unexceptional at first glance, but in reality it 
is steeped in history; offering not only a home 
to an abundance of unusual wildlife, plants 
and trees, but a rare retreat from the fast pace 
of London life (it has even been described by 
some as ‘the jewel of London’!)

Along with standard facilities such as a 
playground, tennis courts, cafe and a paddling 
pool, a visit here can include anything from 
admiring the ancient cedar trees in the 
Rookery, bird watching (keep an eye out for 
the Blue tit and less common ones!), kite flying 
or watching a theatre performance on the 
gently sloping lawns in summer.

Including everything from pre-historic history 
and maps to interviews and guided walks, this 
booklet aims to inform, educate and hopefully 
inspire those with an interest in anything from 
nature to London to appreciate this wonderful 
place for its environmental and recreational 
significance.

Open space in Streatham Common
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Extract from “Roques map of London” (1741-45)

Illustration of flint tools 

This project looks into the significant history 
of Streatham Common. We have looked 

in detail at the development, land use and 
ownership of the common including important 
events in the area using documented sources 
from Lambeth libraries and archives, the 
internet and relevant history books.
Streatham has gone through massive changes 
over the past thousand years, beginning as a 
small farm settlement and slowly transforming 
into the municipal suburb that it is today. 
The natural features of the area were formed 
around 40 million years ago by a combination 
of earth’s movements, sea levels and Ice Age 
– today more than most are difficult to see, as 
they are concealed by our urban developments 
- except perhaps for the notably raised areas 
of high ground in greater Streatham, which 
boast marvellous views of the surrounding 
area. However in all this time the commons 
landscape itself has not changed much – the 
most notable difference would merely be the 
reduction of woodland and scrub. 

Streatham Common - History
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It wasn’t until the Ice Age that people first 
ventured into this area: ‘Traces of their 
presence come from the occasional finds the 
Palaeolithic (or Old Stone Age) flint tools such 
as crude heavy hand axes and chunky blades.’ 
(Arnold, The History of Streatham) At this 
point, the common was mainly marshland, 
and boggy. Neolithic settlers arrived probably 
during the Stone Age  ‘During these times, the 
landscape of Streatham would have presented 
a sight of deciduous woodland.’
(Arnold, The History of  Streatham)

Here, they lived amongst the open woodland, 
drawn to the river plains. Fifty-six prehistoric 
flints were found in the Streatham 
Hill area, thus proving their presence in this 
area.
It is also believed that Streatham was 
originally a small Roman settlement or 
possibly a Roman military station, as it 
was built alongside a Roman road through 
Norwood, although this has not been proved 
with hard evidence.

From the 14th century to mid 16th century 
Streatham was no more than a small village. 

Map of Streatham Common 1862 

“The natural features of the area were formed around 40 million years ago”
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The development of the area gradually 
increased due to its midway location between 
London & Croydon, as it provided an ideal 
resting place for travellers – however during 
the 17th century the Streatham economy 
remained extremely small scale, ultimately 
revolving around agriculture.
It wasn’t until the first decade of the 18th 
century that Streatham shot up in terms of 
development. The catalyst for this change 
was the discovery of several mineral springs 
near the common – believed to have healing 
properties, Streatham fast became a much 
visited tourist destination. (see The Rookery 
section for more information) By the middle of 
the 18th century the reputation of Streatham 

was well established among the wealthy as 
a pleasant rural retreat; resulting in many 
Georgian mansions and Regency villas being 
built. 
These remained until the two World Wars, 
where they were then torn down and replaced 
with houses and blocks of flats – by this point 
Streatham had become an urban suburb. 
Before long the area was engulfed by the rapid 
expansion of London, leaving us with the 
Streatham we see today

Old Pond on Streatham Common

“Streatham was well established among the wealthy as a pleasant rural retreat”
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The Rookery 

One of the most notable sections of the 
common, nowadays the Rookery is well 

known for its attractive, landscaped gardens, 
gently sloping lawns and diverse flower beds.
Throughout the centuries however it had 
served a rather different purpose – previously 
known as Streatham Wells, or the Well 
House, the Rookery we see today marks the 
site of several mineral wells, which were 
discovered in 1659. It was alleged that these 
wells held medicinal properties, which as a 
result attracted vast numbers of visitors to 
Streatham in the eighteenth century, thus 
resulting in the mansion (where the café 
is today) being built to accommodate the 
influx of tourists, which was erected in 1732. 
(The Wishing Well, built in 1920, marks the 
site where visitors used to come to take the 
Streatham waters)

The original spa eventually closed in 1792 
- the mansion itself was converted into a 
Regency-style private residence and renamed 
‘The Rookery’. The wells remained as an 
addition to the property; with one in the 
kitchen garden and the second further down 
the hill. The large oak tree, which stands in 
the middle of Covington Way at the top of the 
road, is one of the original trees of the estate. 
In 1912 the Council took over the estate 
and surrounding land - the old mansion was 
demolished, along with the old well house. A 
year later The Rookery was opened to the 
public, and the gardens we see today began to 
take form.
Popular attractions included The White 
Garden (1914), said to be a favourite spot of 
Queen Mary, who used to visit each summer.
 The conservation of the Rookery and the 
adjacent Norwood Grove was mostly inspired 
by a voluntary initiative that dates from 
a later exercise to conserve it for public 
enjoyment of the gardens and wider grounds 
of large houses.

The Rookery beginning at 20th Century The Rookery in 2009
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Additional Rookery details:
Opening times: 7.30 am daily; closes at dusk
Facilities:

• Café
• Flower gardens
• Ponds
• Water feature
• Toilets
• Sports facilities:
- Tennis courts: Mon-Fri – 4pm-9pm, Sat-Sun, 
Bank holidays -
9am-7pm (charges apply during these times)
Greenwich Leisure Limited manages sports 
facilities in Streatham Common 

In 1994 it was declared by the Borough that 
the Rookery gardens lay within the Streatham 
Common Conservation Area and Metropolitan 
Open Land. 
The Rookery is also registered as a grade II 
Garden of Historic Importance, and it is also 
listed on the English Heritage’s Register of 
Historic Parks and Gardens.
Today the Rookery is home to undoubtedly a 
significant component of the common, and it 
remains ever popular with locals and visitors.
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Streatham Common nature & 
wildlife

It had been stated by several authorities 
that Streatham Common is one of Lambeth’s 

most important sites in nature conservation – 
not to mention it is home to the largest area of 
acid grassland and woodland in the Borough, 
which dates back from approximately the end 
of the 19th Century. 
The main block of woodland consists of 
Pedunculate oak, along with Ash, Hawthorn, 
English Elm, Sycamore and Beech. 
This wood supports a typical range of animals, 
birds and insects.
In visiting the Common, people may hope to 
see blue tit, wren or red robin; these are the 
most commons birds which are in abundance 
here, usually found on the trees or on the 
amenity turf. 

Blue tit is a very common bird with some 
distinctive azure blue, yellow green and white 
colours; another particular characteristic are 
its swings tee,tee,tee or
scolding churrs. 
Different in colours are wren and red robin. 
The first restless it can be easily spotted 
thanks to its bronwish colours and its
short cocked tail.
Red robin instead is one of the common 
favourite bird; its main
characteristic is an orange-red breast which 
make robin unique between
the birds.

“One of Lambeth’s most important sites in nature conservation”

Most Common birds found on the Common: blue tit, red robin and wren
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Sycamore tree and leaf
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Oak tree and leaf

Beech tree and leaf
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Grey squirrel in the Rookery

Other common animals are fox, grey squirrel, 
frog, mice, mouse and pipistrelle bat.
Grey squirrels are usually easy to spot, the 
native red squirrel, also used to inhabit the 
common – but are now sadly wiped out, the 
last sighting on Streatham Common was 
recorded in 1946.
Others records of unusual animals spotted 
in the Common include the common lizard, 

which was seen couple of times in the garden 
in 2001 and 2003. Newts have also been found 
in the Rookery; also more recently a hedgehog 
was seen.
Rarities in the botany world include creeping 
Yellow Cress (found in the northern area of 
the woods near the bridleway) and Soft Field 
Fern (found near the ditches).

Bee on Streatham Common
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Interviews

“The commons were so important in the 1930’s... The only opportunity for greenery was the 
commons - that poorer people went to”

“The common was involved in everything we did really - and I’d say it still is”
- Pat Saunders and Sheila King.

“Some of the Suffragettes used to meet on the common; like most commons it’s been a place
for ralleys or protests”

“It’s certainly an added attraction that you’ve got an open space where people don’t have
to pay to go in, they’re not restricted in any way, they’re allowed to bring their children”

- Daphne Marchant.

“Can’t say a lot about it, I don’t know why you’ve picked on Streatham Common acually?”
- Margaret Long.

“You can lose yourself up there, you sort of feel as though you’re away from all the hustle
and bustle of the town which is just down the road”

- Carolle Stickells.

“ To gain a greater insight into Streatham Common and its history, we asked older 
members of the local community to share their memories of the common. 

Here’s what they had to say…
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Streatham Common, engraving by C. Bromley , 1885

The Art of the Common

Streatham Common has a long history associated with art. The founders of Tate Britain once 
owned Park Hill House.

Perhaps Streatham Common’s most famous artist link is Vincent Van Gogh 
– he once drew a small sketch of the common to send to his brother, Theo.  The reference to this 

can be found in his accompanying letter, in which he quotes: 
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“ So whatever the season, aspiring artists will be sure to find some
inspiration - so grab your paintbrush or camera and follow in the famous

footsteps of those before you!” 

A view from top of Streatham Common looking north west down to the spire of St Leonards church. Most of the land was soon developed for 
housing. Watercolour 1867 C.W.Senr

‘It is a view of Streatham Common, a large
grassy plain with oak trees and gorse. 

It had been raining overnight; the ground was soaked
and the young spring grass was fresh and green.’
(The Complete Letters of Vincent Van Gogh, 1991)

To this day, Streatham Common continues to inspire artists’ works, many
of which Lambeth Arts Council holds a database of.
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Streatham Common is a 10-minute walk 
from Streatham Railway Station (which is 

the closet station). Using the near by traffic 
lights, we cross Streatham High road, then 
turning right  after we have crossed the road, 
we head towards the common.

  .  The first green area we meet is Streatham 
Memorial Gardens; a rose garden with full of 
benches to sit down and 2 main sculptures in 
memory of people who died in the two world 
wars.

. We arrive at Streatham Common after 
passing the Memorial Gardens and crossing 
the traffic lights on the busy road
(Streatham Common North road).

. Going along the path next to the main road, 
we reach a children’s playground, which is 
close to public toilets and a paddling pool that 
no longer contains water.

. Following the route of “ Capital Ring” walk, 
we take the left path; continuing along the 
path until the avenue of London Plane trees, 
we turn left up the hill following the Capital 
Ring route.

. Walking up the hill we a few trees scattered 
in the open grass area on our left hand side, 
including some willows. Also here are some 
logs that form a perfect habitat for beetles and 
insects in general.

. After this area of open grass we come to a 
small area of native woodland on our left hand 
side. Within this area there is an area of acid 
grassland which contains a few interesting 
plants.

. Following the path, we reach the top of the 
hill; facing us now is the Rookery Cafe, where 
people can enjoy refreshments and can sit 
outside; public toilets are also located here.

. The cattle trough stands in front of the 
cafe that now has flower displays instead of 
water. In this part of the Common there are 
wonderful views across London, which can 
be enjoyed while you rest on benches placed 
in specific locations to get the most from the 
views.

. After enjoying the cafe’, we follow the path 
round turning right we go through the wooden 
gates into the Rookery garden.

. Once we get into the Rookery, we follow 
the path on the right past the row of wooden 
benches looking over the gardens, where plays 
are held in his natural open-air theatre.

. We take the steps down into the lower area 
following the path on the right side past the 
drinking fountain. We cross through doorway 
in the garden wall, where we encounter an 
area managed for the local wildlife on our 
right.

Walking Tour of Streatham Common
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. Turning left through another doorway, we 
discover a unique ornamental garden; where 
there is a pond, a well, and a sundial. All 
around is flowerbeds decorated with many 
coloured flowers; benches are also found here 
for people to stop and relax.

. Turning right at the sundial we go down to 
the steps and then we turn right again to come 
back to the previous pathway.

. Turning left we reach a picnic area, where 
tables and benches are placed randomly for 
the enjoyment of the visitors.

. Past the picnic area, we come to the hilly 
fields meadow, which is kept as a natural 
meadow.

. Walking through the meadow we pass a 
tennis court on our right hand side, we then 
turn left and walk up the slope through the 
meadow. Where there is a row of trees, small 
metal fence and ditch on our right, going 
along the boundary of Lambeth and Croydon 
boroughs.

. Once leaving the top of the meadow, we reach 
a pathway ahead of us; here there is an area 
of natural woodland which can be explored, 
but we turn left down the path through an 
alleyway of trees: in this quiet area you have 
the chance to enjoy the sounds of nature until 

we reach the car park. The other side of the 
car park is another paddling pool surrounded 
by a metal fence. 

. Past the car park, we turn left and we return 
to the cafe’; which is the place where we 
conclude the tour; from here you can use the 
same pathway which we used at the beginning 
to find your way back Streatham High Road 
or you can decide to adventure inside the 
woodland area which stands few metres far 
from the cafe’.

Bee on Streatham Common

“In this quiet area you have the chance to enjoy the sounds of nature”
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Over the years many events have been held at Streatham Common, ranging from 
environmental education to conservation and fundraising.

One of the most significant was the annual kite festival – renowned as it was London’s only - 
which attracted more than 1000 kites each year (currently postponed until further notice).

A few of the main events on the Common are:
April

Spring bird walk (Friends of Streatham Common)

May
The Benson Funfair 
Spring Fun Event 

Annual bird box and breeding survey (Friends of Streatham Common)
Kite Day

July
Shakespeare Play, Open-air theatre (plays change annually) 

Streatham Festival

November
Firework display

Events on Streatham Common
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Also look out for: Events for children are organised by Lambeth Park Rangers

Health walks organised by Lambeth Council

History walks organised by the Streatham Society

Nature walks & activities organised by Friends of Streatham Common / Lambeth Park Rangers

All dates and times are subject to change
– please call Lambeth Park Rangers (0207 9269000) for more information.

Bee on Streatham Common Bee on Streatham Common

Bee on Streatham Common Bee on Streatham Common



22
•••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••

Additional info

How to get there: Streatham Common can be reached by rail or bus.

Train: Streatham Common/Streatham (regular trains from Clapham Junction, Victoria and 
Croydon)

Bus: 50, 59, 60, 109, 118, 159, 250, 333, 249, 255 and 417 (to or from Brixton, Balham, Clapham, 
Croydon, Elephant and Castle, Mitcham, Thornton Heath, Waterloo and Westminster).

Park opening times: 7.30am - dusk

Contact: Parks and Green Spaces – 0207 9269000, parks@lambeth.gov.uk

The Friends of Streatham Common is a voluntary organisation involved in mounting public 
events on the Common and in providing community views of the maintenance and development 
of the area in a way that balances the needs of diverse groups of users.

Friends of Streatham Common: www.freewebs.com/streathamfriends/ 

The Streatham Society was formed in 1974 at a time when insensitive planning was destroying 
our heritage. Whilst not against change, it was felt some retention of local identity provided a 
legacy for future generations. 

The Society’s original brief has widened to encompass all aspects of local amenities and the local 
environment - both natural and man-made. But our main aim is to help preserve and improve the 
quality of life for all who live and work in Streatham.

The Streatham Society: www.streathamsociety.org.uk/
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