THE

Stories and Images from the residents of the Downham Estate

The stories in this collection were all told by people living in Downham.
They come from a series of conversations and storytelling sessions that took place during
2006.
These stories show Downham from different points of view, through the eyes of many different
people. The youngest storyteller was eight years old, and the oldest was ninety-five. I’ve tried
to arrange the stories to link them together, and to find connections between different people.
A story describes a feeliing, or a memory or a thought, and takes you out of your life, and
into someone else’s experience. We tell stories and swap stories all the time as a way of
making connections between each other. Sharing stories like this is the only way to create a
community that can recognise all the differences between people, but link them together.
Stories are more than statements, stories are life! I hope you find your own connections as
you read these stories, and if you have a story of your own to tell, then I hope you add it to
this collection, using the blank postcard in the pack.
I look forward to hearing more stories in 2007.

Richard Neville
Richard Neville is a professional storyteller and collector. He specialises in working with community groups,
using storytelling to express feelings, resolve problems and celebrate identity and culture.
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“I’m

kept awake all night where I am.
The sound of cars going past, and the
Old Bill, all through the night.

”

“I came from Denmark, I’ve lived in Downham for two years, I am a student. The big

difference is that here there are many cultures. I lived in a village in Denmark, and we didn’t
even have a traffic light. And the other thing is that no one is frightened of policemen here.
You greet them and wave at them, in a friendly way.

”

image: Wesley Youth Club

“When I get to Grove Park, I think “I’m home”. There was a bus driver who got lost on the

estate. And he just drove round and round. Eventually he had to stop to ask directions.
Sometimes my son says to me “mum, ain’t Downham gone down hill?” I say “stop it, I know
everything round here, I’m not moving out.

”

“There’s an old man who lives nearby, I don’t know his name, but I see him in the street.

He lives on his own and he lives entirely on sandwiches. And if I didn’t see him for a while,
I’d start to wonder if he was alright. Things have changed a lot since I’ve been living here. I
used to know all my neighbours, but now there’s someone who has moved in next door, and
I haven’t even said hello to her yet. I paint my step once a year. And I clean it and sweep it
every day. The rent man used to come round, and you had to have your step clean and your
hedge trimmed. Otherwise, you’d be out. And my mum used to tell me to keep my nets clean
always. Because the outside of the house is what people see, and the outside of the house
should be like the inside of the house.

”

image: SureStart Parents Group

“I’ve lived in Downham for ten years, but it’s only since I had a child
that I started to really know the area. Since I came to the SureStart
group I’ve met people who live right next to me, but I’d never even
spoken to them before. I’d gone past her driveway every day for ten
years, and now she’s a good friend.

”

“When we first came here,

there was hostility. My dad
was attacked, he had to have
ten stitches in his head. There
were stones thrown at our
house. My brother was hit
and punched in the face. It is
outrageous when I think about
it. Because people from India
and people from the Caribbean
fought for this country during
the war. And then they came
here to help build this country
up. And then the way we were
treated was outrageous. Now
it has changed, because there
are all sorts of different people
living in Downham.

”

I came from Switzerland. One thing I noticed when I came to England was that everybody washes their car.
“I had
never seen that before. In Switzerland you just take it to the petrol station, and go through the automat.
But here, people stand in their driveways and wash their cars.”
I came from Holland. I was born in Afghanistan. In Afghanistan, everybody has a problem, political or
“economic.
You can only live in Afghanistan if you have a gun. First I went to Pakistan, and then I went to
Russia. The difference between England and Afghanistan is that in Afghanistan your parents can hit you,
and your teachers can hit you. There is a saying – if they are one year older than them, then respect them,
because they know more than you.

image: Wesley Youth Club

”

image: Pendragon School

“I’ve been a Manchester United

supporter since I was three years old.
My mum supports Chelsea and my dad
supports Arsenal. But I was always
asking my mum to get me Manchester
United stuff. And one day she said
to me “you’re a Manchester United
supporter now.”
I play for a team. We play in Catford.
We’re second in the league. I was
playing a game and the goalie charged
me. I hurt my ankle and I had to go
off. Then I came back on again. One
of my friends got a mark on his leg, it
went all the way up his leg. And I had
a fight with one of their players. He
punched me so I punched him. He got
a red card and I got a yellow.

”
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“I was talking to my son the other day about the fights these days outside school. He said
“mum, we used to have fights everyday at Downham Hill. I said “I never knew that”. He said
“You would have if we’d have lost”.”

“We were all Teddy Boys in the ‘50s. We used to have fights every Saturday night down in

Catford. And the police would come and arrest us. They’d take us down to the station and
line us up and say “You want a fight do you?” And then they’d hit us. And then they let us go.
And the young people have fights and gangs today, it’s no different. They might think that
we’ve got nothing in common with them, but we have. But the difference is that we knew
where to stop. We never used knives, there were limits.

”

“I come from Guinea in Africa. There used to be a river near where I was growing up. And

I was told never to go there, because it was dangerous. And my parents made up a story to
make sure I never went there. They told me that there was a snake with two heads who lived
in the river, and he liked to eat little children. So I never went near the river.

”

“In Jamaica there was a carnival. There were people wearing masks who used to make a

procession – they were called Jankanoo. There was a pregnant lady and a tall man. My mum
used to tell me that if I went out at night they would come and get me. And I was terrified of
them, so I never went out at night.

”

“This is my dog. It died last

week. he was only eight
years old. I had him since he
was a puppy, he was a real
lap dog. People come to me
and give me dogs. The bull
terrier I have, she was given
to me by someone. They
said “I didn’t know dogs take
so much looking after, do
you want it ?” I can never
say “no”. And now she’s
pining for the dog that’s
died.”

budgie. Because I used to look
after budgies when I was a child.
And I was standing in Merlin
school, and suddenly a budgie
flew in through the window. And
I caught it and took it home, and
bought a cage for it, and put
some sawdust in it, but I knew
something was wrong with it,
because it didn’t sing, and when I
held it by the hand, it didn’t react.
And the next day it was dead. My
daughter was really upset, but I
said to her “you’ve only had it for
a day”, So we got another one,
it’s only seven weeks old, and it
has white feathers and pink circles
round it eyes.”

image: SureStart Parents Group

“I wanted to give my children a

“My dad makes sound systems. He takes regular stereos and he adds things to them. He

taught me how to draw them. They make a big noise, you don’t hear it, you can feel it. I was
playing my computer game, and the noise made my hand shake, and I lost the game. I love
to play racing games on my PS2.

”

images: Pendragon School

My crib, my yard = my house
Choonge = extra good looking
Butters = ugly
Buff = good looking
Outtas = out of order
Decked = knocked out
Heavy, Slick = Good
Raw = bad

Mash up, bust up, bang up = beat up
Brock up = crap, broken
Fetch = if a girl likes a boy, and doesn’t admit it, then
she’s called a fetch
You’re a Shuck ‘ed man = you’re chicken, you’re scared
You got boyed = You got cussed
Graphing = putting up graffiti
Wagwan = hello
Wassup blad = hello
Bredrin’ = my boy, my friend

image: Pendragon School

“Once, my granddad gave me a knife. It’s a curved knife with a picture of a horse at the

end. His dad gave it to him. He used it to peel his apple with when he had his lunch. He
worked on the docks I think. He came from Ireland. My name is Mallone that’s why I think
that. I don’t know whether he came from Ireland, or whether his family came earlier. He died
when I was one year old. I’m going to ask my gran if she knows anything more.

”

“My grand-

dad was in the
war. When he
came home he
brought a pram
loaded up with
Nazi gear – old
swords and
things like that.
My grand-dad
always told us
never to steal.
But my mum
says that she
remembers
that pram very
clearly.

”

”

caretaker, and he was
fed up with children
playing football outside
his window. So he
asked the Social Centre
if he could start a youth
club. They used to have
just basket weaving and
embroidery classes for
the old folks, nothing
for the kids. And we
got a petition together
and started a club. It
was 2 bob a week in
1971, And it lasted
until the club opened in
Downham Way.

“Mr Green was the

“The tenants wanted to put a rose bed on the green in Downham. There were volunteers

working there and some kids came and threw bottles at them. I thought “tomorrow all those
roses will be gone”. But do you know something? They’re still there. So that says something,
that gives me hope….

”

“I knew a man with a hook hand. And he was a great gardener. In those day on Downham,

you had to keep your garden tidy or you’d be evicted. And this man with the hook hand won
a gardening prize, and the queen mother came to visit him, when she was the queen. And
she said “it’s a lovely estate but the walls are bare”. So they planted ivy up the walls and
someone came round from the council to trim it.
Nobody does their garden nowadays. The grass grows waist high in some of them. The foxes
have made their lairs in them, and they make such a noise at night. It’s terrible.

”

a sign that says “I am Deaf”, that I am supposed to wear at work. But I feel embarrassed to wear
“it. II have
always go back to the same shops, where people know me and they help me. They don’t sign but
they say hello and good morning. If I go into a shop that I don’t know, sometimes people are welcoming
and they smile and say hello. But other people are not so sure about me.

image: SureStart Parents Group

”

when I’m signing to someone else, people can think that we’re making rude gestures. I was
“in Sometimes
a car, and I was signing to my friend, and a police car went past, and I could lip read what the police
were saying to each other. They thought that we were making rude gestures at them. For instance if you
sign the number two it can look like you’re swearing.

”

in the street once
“andI was
I saw an old woman

fall over. She hurt herself
and I wanted to phone
999. But how would I
explain to them when they
answered? I could see
the woman was in pain,
and I took out my mobile
phone and dialled 999 into
it. Then I saw a passer
by, and I ran up to them
and gave them the phone
and got them to make the
phone call. I was really
embarrassed but I had to
be brave, because the old
woman was in pain.

”

When I go to the doctors’ I know that they don’t sign. So I have to take a person with me who can
“interpret.
But that means that they have to know my private business and it makes me feel really
angry and embarrassed. I’ve been going to the same doctors surgery for two years, but they haven’t
changed. Perhaps we can make things better for other people in the future. Perhaps we can get people to wake up. But the trouble is that people don’t want to listen.

”
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My Downham memory .......

image: Wesley Youth Club

I worked all my life. I’ve been
“
a waitress, I’ve worked in Tescos.

There’ve been lots of jobs where the
first day I’ve thought “what have I
done, this is the worst job in the world.”
I retired at 60. I thought “I’ve done my
bit, I’ve worked sixteen hour days.”
And now I’ve gone back into education.
I hadn’t taken an exam until I was
65. I did essays, I didn’t know how to
do them. I’m 72 now and I’ve got a
certificate. The Mayor is going to give
it to me. Then it’s going straight in the
drawer.

”

image: SureStart Parents Group

”

the person at the till. If it’s the Co-op, for instance, you’ll know
somebody there. And the sweet shop and the chip shop and
the kebab shop will give the children something. My child
always gets sweets and crisps and a drink when we go in to
the sweet shop.

“You can go into some of the local shops, and you’ll know

everybody parked the cars they
stole. And on the Queens Jubilee
in 1977, we had a street party.
It was a great party, and we put
two burned out cars at either end
of the street, so that no one could
come down.”

“There was a place where

When Downham was built, the people in Bromley
“didn’t
like it. They thought the Downham people were

yobs and they didn’t want them walking down their
street. So they built a wall to keep them out. It used
to be across Valeswood Road. I can still remember it.
We weren’t supposed to play anywhere near it, but we
used to go out and climb over it at night, without telling
our mum.

”

“There used to be three parts of Downham –

the bit at the bottom towards Bromley, the
bit near the Tavern and the bit over at Grove Park. There was a Starburger at Grove Park,
and that was where every body ate. The place used to be packed, it was like the
Downahm social centre. Everybody met there. And when they closed it,
it was like a big hole was knocked out of Downham.
It’s a Chemists now.

”

I was a child, Prince Charles came to visit Downham.
“HeWhen
landed on the field in a helicoptor. I was four years old at
the time, and I didn’t know who Prince Charles was. So I went
around saying that Prince Charming had landed on the fields.

”

I’ve been in a violent relationship, and you tell lies to
“
yourself, not because you don’t know the truth, but because

you don’t want to admit it to yourself. I said all sorts of
things, like a cup had fallen off the table and hit me in the
eye, and that’s why I had a black eye. Everybody could see
that wasn’t true, but I didn’t want to admit it – I felt stupid,
embarrassed. And you can have all the talk that you like
– I went to someone, and sat and talked and talked, but it
doesn’t change you. And the only person who made me do
something was my nan. It was the last thing she said to me
before shed died – “Leave him”. I stayed with her when she
was in hospital, and she had to have oxygen – she lived on
oxygen for the last fourteen years of her life. But they had
to move her from one bed to another, they thought she was
getting better, and they took her off the oxygen to move her,
and she died. I held her hand, and she told me to leave my
partner. And that was like a bolt from the blue, and I went
home, put some stuff in a bag, took the kids, and walked
out for good.

”

When I was away having
“my
child, my partner took

everything in the house and
sold it. He was a drug addict.
I came out of hospital, and I
was in a friends house, and I
saw a cooker and I thought
“I recognise that”. It was my
cooker and he had sold it to
them.”

“We used to have bonfires in our street at Guy Fawlks. And we competed with
the other streets to make the biggest bonfire. And we used to go on raiding
parties to destroy the other bonfires. They were piling up wood just like us, we
used to take it from the fences from anywhere. And as we got close to Guy
Fawlks night, we used to camp out by our bonfires to protect them. And our
street always won.

”

“The first Christmas we moved to

Downham, the snow was waist high.
My husband invited all the relatives
for Christmas, and we had tables filled
with food, waiting for them. But they
couldn’t get onto the estate because of
the snow. So my husband went down
to the Northeners, which is called the
Governor General now, and he said
“there’s food going if anyone wants it”.
And a load of people came back and
had a Christmas celebration with us.”

”

said “he’s go the ‘flu”. He didn’t get better, and
we didn’t leave him alone, me and my husband.
We stopped going to the pictures together. There
was a place called The Splendid Picture Palace,
and my husband went on Monday, and I went on
Wednesday. And there was always someone with
my son. The Doctor just said that he should take
his medicine. But then he had a fit. I took him to
St. John’s Hospital, I carried him in my arms. We
went on the tram. I got there at 11 and waited till
3pm. They tickled my son’s feet, but there was
no response. I wasn’t allowed to stay with him. I
had to go home. I phoned every hour. They should
have found out earlier. He had meningitis. He died.
This year he would have been seventy six.

In 1936, my son had a headache. He was six
“
years old and when I took him to the Doctor, he

“Down at the bottom of

Downham way, there used
to be fields and there was
a fair there. One feller
had a big pole, and down
below there was a tank of
water. He used to climb
the ladder right to the top
of the platform and dive
straight in. He was a big
old feller. One day he got
up there, miles up, turned
round, stood there and
jumped. And he’s missed,
missed the tank by a foot.
Killed him straight. He
had a peg leg and I can
remember clearly, all I
could see were the nerves
in his leg twitching…

”
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“There’s Gilton, Hexal and Scarlet, and I never left those three streets till I was thirteen

years old. And when we moved out I still went back because all my friends were there..
I used to climb out of my bedroom window at 10 oclock. My parents always went to bed
at 10 oclock every night. I climbed down the drain pipe and went off with my friends. We
used to find unoccupied houses and just sit in them. Maybe someone had been thrown out
by their parents and they were kipping down in one of these empty houses, and we used to
keep them company. And then I’d go home when the morning came and climb back into my
bedroom. And then I’d go to school. And once my father caught me climbing back in,
and he nailed the window shut in my bedroom.

”

“No one had a car in my street, and my parents used to go out every Sunday. They would

insist that we all came with them, and we used to ask to bring out friends. And eventually the
whole street would be going out on a Sunday, and we used to go down to the seaside, and
go everywhere. And then we realised that it was cheaper to get a coach and go all together.
So we used to save 50p each every week, and in the summer we went on trips.

”

“I’m born and bred in Downham. When I was growing up, you could leave your door open

at night and it would be totally safe. Now you need alarms and locks. I went to Malory
School. But I didn’t get on with it, I’m the sort of person who has their intelligence in their
hands. I used to bunk off school all the time. And the School Board lady used to come round
to our house in the morning, and she’d take me up to school, and then she’d go back to
my house to tell my mum she’d seen me in school. But by the time she got to my house, I
was already back there again. I just didn’t want to go to school. And one time, we got hold
of a teacher and hung him out of the window by his turn-ups. We hooked them over the
spikes outside the window, and left him there. And he was screaming for someone to come
and rescue him. So I got permanently excluded. And my uncle took me on as a painter and
decorator and that was my first job, painting and decorating.

”

County, I used to go out of the door, but I
never went to the school. But one day, when I
came home, my mum said to me “did you go
to school today?” I said, “Yes”, and then my
dad said “go up to your room at once”. The
problem is that my aunty lives down the road,
and my uncle lives down another road, and all
my relatives are living around the area, and I
couldn’t go anywhere, without someone seeing
me. It was like the spies were everywhere. So
from that day on, I had to go to school.”

“I used to hate school. When I went to Catford

”

but it’s hard work. And I had to pay for the catalogues first,
and then I can take 25% of anything that is ordered from
them. But I have to pay for the postage and packaging, and
out of 200 catalogues I got £90. It took me all week to deliver
them, four hours a day.

“I’ve been trying to make money taking catalogues around,

”

the burgers and they were asking me why it wasn’t ready and
I said “I’m frying them, what else can I do?” and they told me
to get it ready, and I got my coat and walked out.

“I worked in a Macdonald’s – but on the first day I was frying

”

been fighting since they were seven or eight years old.
I’m going to college in September. I’ll be there for four years.
I’ve been working with my uncle. He works on building sites.
I’m waiting till I’m seventeen, so I can get a driving licence.
I’ve been driving since I was eleven. But I kept getting
stopped. It isn’t worth it. The last time, I was driving a white
van and I was stopped.

“I want to do some boxing. Travellers are boxers. They’ve

“I lived in Kennington near

the Oval. My husband’s family
were in Peckham, but my family
is in Orpington. So we moved to
Donwham so we could be half way
between the two families. When I
came here, I thought the air was so
fresh. And you never have to walk
far before you come to a green, or
some space. There are no tower
blocks, I’ve always loved living
here, and I’ve been here for twenty
four years.

”
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“When we first came from Jamaica, I came with my mum and we lived in a tiny flat. I had

to share a bedroom with my three sisters. The loo was outside, and the bathroom was at
the back, and we didn’t have a kitchen, we had to cook on the landing. The landlord had
converted a single house into tiny flats, everybody had to cook on the landing. And then we
moved to Downham when I was nine years old. And we had a kitchen and I had a bedroom
to myself, I couldn’t believe it, and there was a garden. It was heaven, it was paradise.

”

I came to Downham in 1927 with my parents. When my mother gave birth to me we were in
“Peckham,
and there was a doctor called Edith Summerskill there. She was a member of the Labour
Party, and she was working in Peckham, because of the poverty. She advised my mother to move
to Downham, becuase it was in the country. And in those days it was. I can remember there were
fields everywhere. And down at Southend Ponds there was a mill, where they were making flour. And
Bromley Road was just a lane, there were no cars. Everything is different now. I can’t help feeling that
it was better then.

”

the farms and the fields in Downham. I knew
“theI remember
family who lived in the farmhouse. They were always
being flooded. The water used to come over their step into
the ground floor. And they got so fed up about it that they
emigrated to Australia.

”

onto the line going in the opposite direction. I was only a slip of a
thing at the time, so when I got the hook in place before I attached it
to the tram, it used to pull me up into the air.
I used to give children free rides, I never charged them. I just said “if
the inspector comes on, hold up you pennies, but I won’t take them
off you..”

I was a clippy on the trams. They had to turn round at Grove Park.
“I had
to unhook the tram from the overhead power line and hook it

swimming pool. I
was a good swimmer
because I used to swim
back home in Ireland.
They gave me a diving
test - they threw a ball
to the bottom of the
pool, and then I had
to dive in and get it.
But I had never dived
before, and I couldn’t
get it. So I didn’t get
the job. I got a job in
the cafe instead. I’m a
silly bastard I am....”

I wanted to be a life
“guard
at Downham

“I could never leave Downham. My dad was born on Wingrove Road, and when I was two
months old we moved to Woodbank. Then we moved to Downdery. From there we went to
Goudhurst Road, then to Wrenthorpe Road. When, I got married, I moved to Keedonwood.
My mother-in-law lives in Moorside, my mum and dad lived on Downham Way, my nan and
granddad lived in Woodbank. Some people like to criticise Downham. They say its rubbish
and its this and that. But I won’t have any of it. This is where I’ve spent my life. This is my
home.

”

image: SureStart Parents Group

I saw a woman in her house,
“
ground floor in the evening with

all the lights on and no curtains
– she was stark naked. Everything
was hanging out. I was in the bus,
and I looked down, and I had to
look twice. She was an old woman,
and she was just wandering about
the kitchen. And I turned to the
man next to me, and said “Am I
seeing what I think I’m seeing?” My
auntie runs a nudist place down in
Orpington.

”

All stories are good stories. Because even if a story is about something
sad, the fact that you can be there and tell it means that you have survived,
that you have made sense of it all.

quote: Sure Start Parents Group

