
Peckham Book
We’re excited to announce our PHRP 
book, exploring Peckham’s social and 
architectural heritage, coming out in 
late 2022.

Telling stories of the individual buildings, the book weaves together 
accounts of people and place, and traces the broader story of 
Peckham’s development from rural village to culturally diverse inner 
city. A range of voices are included, sharing personal stories.

Thank you to the volunteers below who are giving their time and 
expertise to this project:

Derek Kinrade – historical text
Benny O’Looney – architectural commentary
Claire Davies – editing
Angharad Davies – image research

Thank you to Southwark Archive, for assistance with maps and images.

visit peckhamheritage.org.uk 
      @PeckhamHeritage
email clairephrp@gmail.com

For updates on the book email clairephrp@gmail.com 
or scan here to register your interest. 
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A BRIEF HISTORY  
OF PECKHAM 

BEFORE 1700
This is a well-trodden path, but one not 
known to everyone. It begins with shards of 
Roman pottery found around the junction of 
today’s Rye Lane and Peckham High Street, 
reminders of the route to Londinium, across 
the land that was to be become Southwark. 
Six centuries after the Romans almost total 
withdrawal from Britain in the 5th century, 
an entry in the Domesday Book of 1086, 
indicates that Pecheham was by then only a 
small settlement of 16 to 20 people.

In the 13th century it became part of an area 
known as Camberwell, which included the 
Peckham Manors of Basing and Bridenhurst. 
By the early 16th century many market 
gardens and orchards had been established, 
responding to the appetites of the nearby 
metropolis, while public houses in the town 
centre provided a convenient stop for cattle 
drovers en route to the slaughterhouse.

THE 18TH CENTURY
Daniel Defoe, writing in the early years of 
the 18th century, noted that from the hills 

of Clapham you could see, “the pleasant 
villages of Peckham and Camberwell, with 
some of the finest buildings about London”. 
He described these as, “the palaces of the 
British nobility and gentry…houses of retreat, 
like the Bastides of Marseilles, gentlemen’s 
meer summer-houses, or citizens’ country 
houses; whither they retire from the hurries 
of business, and from getting money, to 
draw their breath in a clean air, and to divert 
themselves in the hot weather.”

In this rural idyll, the illustrious Quaker 
botanist Peter Collinson tended his famous 
garden; until 1797 the manor house built for 
Sir Thomas Bond stood proudly; Peckham 
House, a grand mansion before it became 
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THE 20TH CENTURY

Expansion continued as the new century 
began. Shops included: the shoe shop, 
Freeman, Hardy and Willis (1904); Austin’s, 
which began in Brayards Road as a dairy 
before extending to the much-loved second-
hand and antiques business in Rye Lane 
(1905); Boots at no.20 Rye Lane (1907); the 
Electric Theatre at no.133 (1908); a Lyons 
teashop at no.26 (1910); Stead and Simpson 
at no.89 (1911); Woolworths at nos.91 & 93 
(1913); The Tower Cinema (1914); Marks & 
Spencer at nos.54/58 (1916) - where Argos is 
today; and Morgan & Collins drapery store at 
nos.61/67 - “all glass and chrome” and paying 
“the best wages in Peckham”.

Despite the Great Depression of the 1930s, 
commercial development in Rye Lane 
continued. C & A Modes arrived in 1930 at 
nos.72/74 (now McDonalds). British Home 
Stores (now Primark) opened in the same 
year, and in 1931 Sainsbury’s launched a 
new branch at nos.61/63 (now Clarks). In 
1932, the impressive Co-operative House 
opened at nos.259/267, complementing 
its small 1913 store and its 1928 pharmacy 
at nos.202/204. In 1934, William Margree 
described Rye Lane as “the Oxford Street 
of South London”, and argued that as a 
shopping street it had no rival outside 
Central London. This was Peckham’s heyday, 

Anglican, Baptist, Quaker, Methodist and 
Roman Catholic churches were established, 
as well as a synagogue.

Also striking was Peckham’s growing 
reputation as a shopping destination centred 
around Rye Lane. In time, it would grow to 
become one of the leading shopping streets 
of South London with its ‘golden mile’ of 
celebrated stores. Of particular note was the 
founding in 1867, of a business manufacturing 
and supplying guns and associated equipment, 
later switching to the production of sporting 
equipment. This was the famous Bussey 

Building, located behind no.133 Rye Lane in 
a building that is still functional today. In the 
same year, Jones & Higgins began as a small 
drapers shop, a business which would expand 
to occupy a huge area at the northern end of 
Rye Lane. Holdron’s, which opened in 1882 at 
no.53, similarly grew to occupy a large slice of 
the east side of Rye Lane, south of the railway. 
In the 1890s, branches of famous London 
shops were attracted to Peckham, including 
Lipton’s (no.98) and Dunn’s (no.106). A large 
building behind no.164 served as a public hall 
and included access to the wonder of the age: 
silent films.


