Dacres Wood Nature Reserve
Sydenham Common & The Old House estate
Until 1809 the present nature reserve was but a small part of a large field, at the edge of the
Old House estate, bordering Sydenham Common. The Old House, on the site of the present
85-95 Sydenham Road, began as a small farm in the early 16C. During the 1720s the owner,
Edward Hodsdon, enlarged the estate so that it extended from Sydenham Road in the south
to Perry Vale in the north and from the railway line in the west to Mayow Road in the east.
Hodsdon divided his land into manageable fields fenced with hedges, to be used for grazing
livestock and growing crops. Some of the field boundary oaks from this period survive, the
best in Mayow Park.
Mayow Wynell Mayow bought Old House estate in 1786. On his death in 1807 the estate
was divided amongst his daughters on the understanding that, in time, the entire estate
would pass to his only male heir, his grandson Mayow Wynell Adams (son of William Dacres
Adams). It wasn’t until 1874 that Mayow Wynell Adams finally inherited the estate. From
this time land at the fringes of the estate were sold or leased for housing, and Mayow Park
was created. On Adams’ death in 1898 (aged 90) his own grandson inherited what remained
of The Old House estate, and promptly sold it.

Croydon Canal
The Croydon Canal opened on 22 October 1809 to transport goods, primarily timber,
between Croydon and London. It was not a financial success and, after its closure in 1836, it
was acquired by the London & Croydon Railway Company whose line, which followed much
of the canal route, opened in 1839.
The section of canal in Dacres Wood survived because it was on the edge of private
farmland and then, from 1883, in a private garden where it was possibly considered an
ornamental feature.
The canal was 34 feet (10 m) wide, about 5 feet deep and, mostly, followed the 161 ft
(49.1m) contour.

Irongates, Dacres Road
In about 1883 a house, Irongates, was built where Homefield House now is. Just three
families lived in this house:
c1883-1891: William Thomas Rabbits (1847-1908), shoe manufacturer
1894-1906: Edward Clark (c.1854-1906), solicitor
1910-1929: Alfred Graham (c1857-1929), electrical engineer
1910-1939: Louisa Marion Graham
1940-1956: Eleanor Graham (d1956)

Irongates, Dacres Road (c1912)

Nature Reserve
Irongates was acquired by the LCC in about 1962, when the house was demolished and
Homefield House built. The garden, which was intended for housing, passed to the GLC in
1965.
It seems that between then and 1985, when the GLC was abolished, the site was completely
neglected, becoming overgrown and strewn with rubbish.
In 1985 the site was taken over by Lewisham Parks Department who proposed that it should
become a nature reserve. However, much work was needed to clear and prepare the site
before it was finally declared a nature reserve in 1989.
In 1990 the southern end of the canal was cleared, exposing the original canal walls. In
order to form a suitable wildlife habitat the walls were lined with clay to form a pond (I have
been assured that the original walls survive intact).
This stretch of the Croydon Canal is considered the best surviving remnant, and is one of the
oldest surviving structures in Sydenham, celebrating its bicentenary on 22 October this year.
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