
‘A magnificent 
thoroughfare, to be  
called Burbage Road’
Burbage Road was built in the 1880s from a lane or a cart-track. 
It had once been the idyllic habitual walk of a young John Ruskin 
from Herne Hill; a mile of chestnut, lilac and apple trees among 
the meadows of the Dulwich valley, with cows and buttercups. 

An article from The South London Press dated 2 February 
1886 announced ’The long talked of new road from Half Moon 
Lane to Dulwich College has been constructed and opened. 
Its entrance is by the side of Mr Crace’s premises, and on the 
site of the dirty little lane which led to the rustic and delightful 
walk cross the ‘five fields’ so dear to many South Londoners 
and cockneys: in fact, its beauties, variously timbered along the 
edges of the fields, vie with many a lovely spot in Devonshire.

The road, which has been substantially made up by Mr 
Harris of Southampton Street, passes on through the fields past 
Hammonds rustic Farm, in one of whose fields the Bluecoat 
Boys disport themselves at football and cricket on Wednesday 
and Saturday afternoons, onto the Turney Road, its clean bright 
red gravel looking warm and cheerful this winter weather.’ 

The red gravel needed frequent watering in the summer to 
keep the dust down and there were frequent complaints about 
its condition, particularly the potholes. Camberwell Vestry 
finally paved it with tarmac in 1902. 

Unseen today, one of the main tributaries of the River 
Effra crossed Burbage Road towards the Edward Alleyn 
Club. It then ran into the fields north of the Velodrome, 
crossing under the railway viaduct, ending up by the Half 
Moon Tavern before joining with the other main tributary 
coming through Brockwell Park. The Effra had earlier been 
incorporated into the main sewers in Croxted Road, but as 
late as 1903 the London, Brighton and South Coast Railway 
Company were complaining to the Dulwich Estate about 
waterlogging of the ground around the base of some of the 
viaduct piers. In very wet winters you might still find ducks 
swimming in some gardens.

A mid-nineteenth century picture 4  shows members of 
the Crace family crossing a bridge to access their house, 
Springfield, located roughly on the corner of Burbage Road and 
Half Moon Lane.

Why the Estate named the road after Richard Burbage, 
the famous Shakespearian actor is not recorded, but it may 
have been at the suggestion of Canon Carver, then the master 
at Dulwich College, a wry nod to the rivalry between actors 
Richard Burbage and Edward Alleyn.

OLD GRAMMAR SCHOOL 
This was established in 1842 to address criticism of the charity, 
Alleyn’s College of God’s Gift, about the standards of education 
received by some of its beneficiaries. In 1741, one of the previous 
masters, James Allen, had set up another school in a room at the 
local pub; the boys from this school were transferred to the lower 
forms of the grammar school leaving the other school for girls 
alone; in the 1880s it became JAGS.  

The choice of which one a boy went to was not to do with age 
but fees and curriculum. The more expensive upper school taught 
the classics and was to become Dulwich College; the lower school 
was aimed at poorer boys and was to become Alleyn’s School. 

The building was designed by Sir Charles Barry, Estate 
Architect & Surveyor since 1830 and architect of the new Houses 
of Parliament. Once Alleyn’s School moved to its new site on 
Townley Road in 1887, the building was used both as a reading 
room and as a local branch of the Camberwell Free Library.  
Lorraine ‘Pa’ Wilson, founder of Dulwich Hamlet Football 
Club, was treasurer and he often arranged for the ‘bemuddied 
footballers’ to use it as a changing room.

Currently the Dulwich Estate Scheme of Management 
Office, from 1936-91 it was the Dulwich Hamlet Old Scholars’ 
Association clubhouse and from 1963 it was also used by the 
Dulwich Village Playgroup. 

THE RAILWAY 
The London, Brighton and South Coast Railway Company 
acquired the land where the viaduct stands in 1865 and the 
line became operational in 1868. The viaduct must have been 
expensive to build but the relative levels, and the waterlogged 
nature of the ground, required it. Presumably built using bricks 
made from the clay on the site, the pollution from the kilns must 
have made a serious impact - not forgetting the large number of 
navvies camped in the local area. John Ruskin lived nearby and a 
quote from his March 1880 essay ‘Fiction, Fair and Foul’ could 
be used to describe what the footpaths across the fields must have 
become, temporarily at least, ‘deep rutted, heavy hillocked cart 
roads, diverging gatelessly into various brickfields or pieces of 
waste; and bordered on each side by heaps of – Hades only knows 
what!’ A photograph taken from the back of Springfield house in 
1866 shows the viaduct under construction.

In an article dated 2 February 1886 the South London Press 
described the viaduct as one of ‘the finest pieces of railway architecture 
anywhere to be seen’. It went on to say that ‘each arch is built of noble 
pillars of red and white brick, and where every two arches meet there is 
a carved medallion let in of Portland stone, bearing alternately the arms 
of Dulwich College, the monogram AC, and the date when the viaduct 
and handsome bridge were built. Above the arches is a balustrade in 
carved Portland stone, and a carved coping on the top’.  

CHANGING LANDSCAPES
There were 3 farms in 
Burbage Road at the turn 
of the 19th century. Parsons 
Farm adjoined the former 
Lower School field next to 
the old Grammar School 
and had cow sheds and a 
slaughter house. The farmer’s 
wife then ran it as a piggery 
and Camberwell Council 

also used it as a store for their road watering carts, until it became 
so dilapidated that it seriously affected the sales of the new houses 
being built across the road. It was pulled down in 1908.

 Just north of the Velodrome was the Half Moon Dairy 
Farm.  Mr John Hammond had his own retail dairy premises 
in Half Moon Lane and access to his ramshackle collection of 
buildings was from that road, under the viaduct arches.
What is now Giant Arches Road was originally a farm track 
leading to what was simply named The Farm. It had been run 
for many years by Mr Mayhew but from the 1880s he saw that 
there was little future in farming and increasingly let his fields for 
sporting activities.

SPORTS
As well as the Greyhound Inn’s extensive sports fields, cricket 
matches (and soccer from the 1870s onwards) were also played on 
the site south of Hammond’s Farm. The Dulwich Cricket, Lawn 
Tennis & Bowls Club started as the Dulwich Cricket Club in 
1889, when the Aeolian Cricket Club (founded 1867) combined 
with the Lennox Cricket Club who, with the Ibis Cricket Club, 
were based on part of ‘The Farm’ by the viaduct. Next door was 
the Alleyn Association Football Club. 

The 1890s saw several tennis clubs set up in the area: the 
Winterbrook Tennis Club was where Donne Court is now, 
there was the small Royston Club by the viaduct and on the 
other side was the Viaduct Tennis Club which had fourteen 
courts backing on to Hammond’s farm.  The Apollo Tennis 
Club was next to the Burbage/Turney Road junction, opposite 
the Dulwich Chrysanthemum Association’s garden. 

On the other section of Burbage Road, the Borough 
Polytechnic first leased part of what is now the Southwark 
Community Sports Trust ground in 1909 and took an additional 
eleven acres in 1933. The pavilion dates from 1938-39. The site 
was used during WW2 by the Army for barrage balloons.

THE VELODROME
Originally the London County 
Grounds, the Velodrome was built in 
1891 for the London County Cycling 
and Athletic Club, founded by 
George Hillier, a well-known racer of 
the time, who leased the fields from 
the Dulwich Estate. The first race, 
open only to members of the Herne 
Hill Club, was on 16 April 1891.

The circuit was designed with 
5ft bankings and a red shale surface, 
changed to wooden slats in 1893, 

which allowed faster racing but also more frequent crashes after 
rain. Concrete was laid instead in 1896 and this lasted until 
1948 when it was refurbished for the London Olympics where 
Reg Harris won a silver medal. Many early cycling records were 
smashed on the track and up to 20,000 spectators would watch 
the Cuca Cup 24 hour races in the late 1890s.

But it was a far from glamorous location. The track was 
reconstructed in the early 2000s and the grandstand and support 
facilities were rebuilt in 2017, thanks initially to the energy and 
determination of local residents.

COMMEMORATIVE PLAQUES
The English Heritage blue plaque at no. 84 marks the former 
home of athletics coach “Sam” Mussabini (1867-1927). A 
pioneering figure in professional and amateur sport in Britain, 
Sam transformed athletics using science and psychology to boost 
performance. He is best known for coaching Harold Abrahams, 
who won gold in the 100m sprint at the 1924 Paris Olympics, 
immortalized in the 1981 film Chariots of Fire.

The Dulwich Society unveiled a commemorative plaque to 
World War II victims of Burbage Road in 2013. Burbage Road’s 
first serious loss of life was towards the end of the Blitz on 17th 
April 1941 when a high explosive bomb was dropped on no. 9 
Burbage Road killing four members of the Feaver family.

The bomb also destroyed no. 11 and the vacant site was used as 
allotments until the houses were rebuilt in a different style in 1954-55. 

Barbara Wilson, Kate and Henry Duck, two local church workers 
and Major Walter Boutall MC, a World War 1 veteran and a CO 
in the Army Cadet Force, were killed in June 1944 when a V1 
exploded near the gate to the Velodrome and demolished nos. 106-
112. This was the first V1 to land in SE24 and 10 adjacent houses 
were also severely damaged and 83 slightly damaged. The four 
houses were rebuilt in the original style in the late 1940s.
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Richard Burbage –  
the man behind the 
name of our road
Who did appear so gracefully on the stage
He was the admir’d example of the age,   
And so observ’d all your dramatic laws,
He ne’er went off the stage but with applause.

Richard Flecknoe 

400 years after his death, we 
applaud his portfolio of 
successful careers - actor, artist 
and entrepreneur in a family 
business. Richard’s father set up 
the first purpose-built playhouse 
in London, The Theatre and 
established a glowing reputation 
with his company of actors in 
Shoreditch. Burbage was the 
best, most popular actor of his 
time, his genius inspiring 

Shakespeare with ‘divine fury’. Like Olivier, he inhabited the 
five great tragic roles (Hamlet, Macbeth, King Lear, Othello 
and Richard 111) and when he died it was as though the sun 
had stopped shining. Exit Burbage – a fitting epitaph for 
Shakespeare’s finest actor.

A colourful story shows Richard Burbage’s quick thinking 
when the landlord refused to renew the lease of The Theatre 
site. In a flamboyantly daring move, at Christmas 1598, under 
cover of darkness, the Burbage brothers, Shakespeare and 
company took down their wooden theatre plank by plank, 
ferried it across the river to the south bank and reconstructed 
it. It was a new Playhouse, the finest yet. It was to be called the 
Globe. With his brother Cuthbert, Richard set up an innovative 
system of theatre management, becoming shareholders. 
Burbage was an accomplished artist too. See his portrait in 
Dulwich Picture Gallery and judge for yourself the charisma, 
the confidence.
 
www.exitburbage.org.uk
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