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I’'ve been living in London for just over 3 years now. My English husband lured me over from New
York City and though | by no means can claim I've cracked it, from my experience of living here
and after all of the research we put into this issue, | can now say | know a few things to be true
about London.

1. Itis not just like New York City only with a British accent’

2. The food is infinitely better than any reputation (good or bad) I've heard it has.

3. The London we see on TV and read about in the newspapers is completely
different from the city that | live and work in.

4. It takes a long time to get to know it, just like the Londoners who live in it.

Though it isn’t war torn like Sarajevo or facing the huge economic crisis that Detroit is, London
has its problems and the further we got on this issue, the deeper we found they run. But the thing
that continually amazed us was the number of people with enough passion and energy to do
something about them. Whether it is capturing moments on film from both sides of the recession,
working at a youth club in the evenings after training for the 2012 Olympics, or setting up an
organization to educate the residents of Peckham about local issues, these people work hard.
Yes, London has some big challenges on its plate, but it also has the best people for the job, and
these are the things we wanted to share.

When my friends and family come here to visit, my tour-guiding rarely leads them to the typical
historic London spots. It’s because the expected route to Big Ben and Buckingham Palace
doesn’t resemble the London | want to show them. What | hope we captured in these 112 pages is
something closer to the real essence of London and the people who live here. - Erin Spens
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Eileen Conn

London happens differently north and south of
the Thames. | learnt this with a simple trick and
long before exploring each side for myself. Turn
the Underground map upside down. North of
the river has a crowd of tube lines not mirrored
by the less connected south. This isn’t only a
difference of train lines and transport; London’s
south hasn’t received equal development to

its north.

For community activist Eileen Conn, living
south of the river is about being part of that
struggling half of a functioning city. She’s been
at this point of geography for most of her life.

It is a blueprint of where she feels at home. “I
grew up in a small town south of the river. It’s
miniscule compared to London, but it’s the
same thing. The south side is struggling and the
river is a barrier.”

Eileen lives in Peckham, south London.

Travel here and you arrive in a busy, diverse,
inner city area. “It looks like a mess,” Eileen
says, not loveless but passionate about her
neighbourhood of nearly forty years. “The
crowded pavements and the litter and the filth.
But there are little architectural gems from
across 300 years in London’s history. Behind the
betting shops and Burger King are wonderful,
incredible 17th century buildings.”

Eileen is passionate about Peckham’s
architectural heritage. Given the area’s high
levels of crime and poverty, this may seem

a trivial concern. But these are the well-
publicised problems in a creative and hard
working neighbourhood, one bracketed by art
schools and hospitals, with small businesses
lining its streets. For Eileen, architecture is a
participant in this local milieu not simply part
of the scenery. “It’s not just our relationships
with each other,” she argues, “But our physical
environment that affects who we think we are,
how we relate to other people, how stressed
we feel. It’s about making people happy in the
environment they live in.”

Eileen takes me on a walk around Peckham and
her restless connection to the area is palpable.
Our time is peppered by chance meetings with
friends or colleagues and, all the while, she
tells me short stories about the passing sites
and shops. Our first stop is Peckham Rye train
station. It’s an apt place to talk about local

life since when the railway opened in 1865 it
unequivocally changed the area. Peckham
transformed from a village to a London
borough, from a place where food was farmed,
to an urban district occupied by city workers.
“I've got maps that show the change between
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1840, 1870 and 1890 and it is unbelievable,”
she says, and, hinting at her insistence for
community empowerment, adds: “We would
never accept that now.”

To the station’s old waiting room is where we
head. It is a cavernous space just between
platforms 2 and 3 that was boarded up behind a
brick wall for several decades. “No one knew it
was here,” says Eileen, touching the shadow of
old brickwork that once hid the room’s entrance
and pointing out the walls, now stripped bare
to show the Victorian paintwork. No one, that
was, except the station owners, National Rail,
who had left the room empty instead of putting
it to use.

In 2004 local residents were in, as Eileen puts it,
“rediscovery mode” for Peckham’s architectural
history which was partially responsible for the
start of The Rye Lane and Station Action Group,
together with their impatience with the Council
and railway companies to clean up the area. In
a flurry of local interest the waiting room was
rediscovered. Originally built for first class rail
passengers, here was a public space bang in the
centre of Peckham town: right where there was
use for it. Local architect Benedict O’ Looney
teamed up with RLSAG to do something about
it but the attention posed a problem to National
Rail, and Eileen remembers why: “What were
they going to do with the room? It had been
bricked up and hadn’t been used. It needed
substantial expenditure to make it useable and
they couldn’t sell the space on the commercial
market because it was tied up with the station.”
The understanding only made her counter
argument - for the room’s use to be devised

by the community - more coherent. “And that’s
the hardest part and the most painful,” Eileen
reflects, “Working with the people employed by
the institutions.”

The behaviour of large, decision-making
organisations like National Rail and local
government is a curiosity to Eileen. When she
was sixteen, her first job was in the civil servjce,
recovering debt through the civil courts. Even
then, as a teenage civil servant, she questioned
the efficacy of her office’s work. “Everything
we did made it more unlikely that people would
be able to pay back their debts. So | couldn’t
understand it and was asking all the time, why
are we doing it in this way? Everybody was just
plodding along.”

Despite formally leaving the civil service in 1986,
Eileen is still questioning how organisations
work and when they don't. “| have a personal
interest in how things are organised. | now

see that the massive, vertical world is a very
different kind of system from that of the active
citizen.” This is the space that Eileen works in -
between the professional in the vertical system,
and the activist in the horizontal. “I've been

in the space between these two systems for

36 years.” A place marked with impasses

of communication and understanding, it is
where useful spaces, like the old waiting

room, get forgotten.

Back in the old waiting room, Eileen clutches
the heavy, iron key to the room, and talks me
through the intricacies of debate about its
future. From the window she points out a large
industrial building. It’s an innocuous looking




factory called the Bussey Building, home to
many artists’ studios, small businesses, and the
Chronic Love Foundation Art Café. Next door
on the large Copeland quarter site, the Hannah
Barry Gallery and other creative enterprises
have settled since Peckham Vision, Eileen'’s local
organisation, publicised the site’s potential.
The Bussey, she tells me, once posed a bigger
challenge than the waiting room. Privately
owned, it was scheduled for compulsory
demolition to make space for a large-scale
tram depot; very contrary to the creative
businesses, art galleries and life that residents
came to imagine there. And that’s why she set
up Peckham Vision; to articulate everything the
political power structure around them lacked.
“We thought, we better have some vision, since
we were battling with an absolute inability

for people to see the potential.” Today, their
work isn’t about one building or one room, but
Peckham itself. “What we’ve been doing, never
ending, bit by bit, is talking about a different
way of redeveloping the Peckham town centre.
That’s how we got the old waiting room done.”

As for the old waiting room, progress happened
quickly after the London riots of summer 2011.
Peckham town centre was badly damaged

after the social unrest, but the Mayor offered
money to Southwark Council to finance its
renewal. Council workers had to look no further
than Peckham Vision for ideas. “We had ideas
outlined on our website. We’'d been showing
people the pictures for the new station square
and old waiting room, saying we don’t know
when it will happen, but if you can’t imagine it,
it never will. The Council put the proposal to the
Greater London Authority in a few days.” It was

a coup for Peckham Vision and a victory that’s
given Eileen and the Peckham Vision team even
more work to do.

To end our walk, Eileen takes me to the Bussey
Building. “I've had my moments with this
building. | wouldn’t say I'm unscathed,” she says,
winding open the old lift, as memories of the
long battle to save the building, and the whole
site, return. She lets me up to the Bussey’s roof
and a spectacular view of London. We look out
at the city, its contours and hills suddenly visible
on the horizon, the city now in a landscape
bigger than the intimacy of its crowded streets.

| look over the city to search out buildings |
recognise; church spires and the old power
station, too. But standing next to Eileen, it's my
own wayward capacity to pay attention to what
happens in my local area that edges over my
conscience. | wonder what inspires Eileen to
her obsessive level of social engagement. And
what she tells me is far away from Peckham
Vision, from the old waiting room and Bussey
Building. “When our predecessors, who weren’t
homo-sapiens, found fire,” she says, “They
rubbed something together and saw it was
combustible. It was the root of everything
today, in science and industry. Well, | believe
we're not far off having just learnt how to rub
the sticks together, in terms of our primitive
understanding of each other.” Look again

at Eileen’s community work and it becomes
about those fundamental, human things; our
relationships with each other and taking pride in
the place you live - it’s past, present, and future.
Albeit played out in the ugly but beautiful arena
of Peckham, south London.
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