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In the late 1960s and early 1970s, in the wake of the 
so-called slum clearance and Enoch Powell’s ‘rivers of blood’ 
speech, there was recognition that new ways had to be found 
to involve and respond to the needs of local people. In 1969 
the Community Development Project (CDP) was established 
as an action-research experiment concerned with the better 
understanding and more comprehensive tackling of social 
needs. Initiated by the Home Office, with the involvement 
of local authorities and universities or polytechnics, the 
experiment was based in twelve areas of industrial decline 
and special social needs. Each project involved a small group 
of professional workers and researchers.

In 1973, one of the twelve projects established was in 
Newington, Walworth, in the London Borough of Southwark 
and it is with the Community Development Project in 
Newington that the roots of Southwark Pensioners Centre 
lie.

The project was focused on social action and research, youth 
and community work, and included an Over 60s Employment 
Bureau initiative. Academic support was provided by the 
South Bank Polytechnic. 

Signs of the Times

1

“I’d always lived in Walworth. I grew up in De Laune Street. It was a good place to be. 
The Walworth Road was buzzing. It was 1974 and I’d recently had a baby. I was going 
down to East Street and there was a notice in the window for an admin assistant.”

Jackie Hill, who joined the Community Development Project in 1974, and continued as 
administrator with Southwark Pensioners Centre until her retirement in 2013

The Community Development Project's focus on research resulted in a range of 
material, both about community work and about the social, political and economic 
condition of particular areas. In addition to producing their own individual reports, 
the local projects also produced inter-project reports with the National Community 
Development Project Information and Intelligence Unit.  One of the notable reports 
produced was "Whatever Happened to Council Housing?"

Walworth 1978  (i)
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Mike Cantor, who later became the Principal Grants Officer for the 
London Borough of Southwark from 1977 - 2001, and whose department 
would eventually fund Southwark Pensioners Centre, was the director of 
the national programme from 1973 - 1977.

Walworth at this time featured a large number of housing estates, some of 
which were newly built. These included the Heygate, Aylesbury, Newington 
and Brandon estates, where new tenants were experiencing, among 
other things, problems caused by new housing construction and loss of 
community. On some older estates, such as the Browning Estate, problems 
with disrepair, dampness and darkness also meant that tenants’ health and 
security were common concerns. For a local population largely on low 
incomes, services such as information and advice, and legal advice too, 
were much sought after. The project’s provision for older people included a 
Community Worker with the Elderly, Linda Paine, administrative support 
from Jackie Hill and an Over-Sixties Employment Bureau run by Eileen 
Fitzgerald. Eileen was herself retired, which was unusual at the time. 

The Southwark Community Development Project’s research had found 
that people’s health, particularly in men, deteriorated on retirement, losing 
not just income but also status, motivation and social connections. The 
Community Development Worker helped develop tenants’ activities, and 
set up older people’s groups in Walworth, and on local estates, including the 
Friday Club in Kennington which moved to Kennington Park Clubhouse 
in the early 1980s and still runs today.

2
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In 1978, the Community Development Project became the Walworth Project when it 
was subsequently funded by Urban Aid, a combination of local and central government 
finance. It operated from two portakabins in a car park opposite St Alban’s Hall, Penton 
Place in Walworth. The project continued to offer youth and community work, an 
Over-Sixties Employment Bureau, a minibus for local groups, a toy library, and 
information and advice. A number of local solicitors were recruited to provide free 
legal advice for local people unable to afford legal costs arising from housing and other 
problems. In 1980, Ian Adams replaced Linda Paine as the Community Development 
Worker with the Elderly. 

The Walworth Project

“I remember two portakabins, 
one on top of  the other, down 
Manor Place. I often used to pop 
in there and I also remember 
making a speech when they 
wanted to do away with the 
Walworth Project. I made a 
speech at the Town Hall. I think 
it went down quite well.”

Ian Adams in the upstairs portakabin in Penton Place

Helen O’Brien, then Secretary of 
Heygate Tenants Association

3

Early publicity leaflet for the Walworth Project Place (ii)
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When the funding needed renewal in 1981, some elements of the project 
had to be shed, and a decision was taken to hive off the older people’s 
project work and seek separate funding as the Walworth Pensioners 
Project (WPP). In 1981, the older people’s work got funding from the 
Greater London Council (GLC) (1) and the Walworth Pensioners Project 
was born. Bernard White was the first chair of the committee, Jackie Hill 
continued as the administrator, Ian Adams as Community Development 
Worker and Eileen Fitzgerald as the Employment Bureau Organiser until 
her death soon after. In 1983 the Walworth Pensioners Project moved next 
door to use empty space above St Alban's Hall, Manor Place, from where a 
day centre for the elderly was run. The proximity of staff and older people, 
with some older people joining in lobbies of Parliament, was a forerunner 
of things to come. In partnership with the newly-formed Southwark 
Pensioners Action Group, the work gathered momentum.

The Walworth 
Pensioners Project

GLC headquarters at County Hall, announcing London’s unemployment figures, 1982. (iii) 
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Walworth Pensioners Project 
publicity leaflet

5
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Mel Wright on placement with the Southwark Pensioners Action Group at the Blackfriars Settlement  
January 1981 - June 1981

“I was training to be a social worker at Chelsea College and was assigned to Blackfriars Settlement. 
I came to the group [SPAG] in the very early days of  its being. And it was the Thatcher era - there 
was a lot to do! My role was to assist the secretary in the day to day running of  the group and to help 
SPAG develop its role as a voice of  Southwark pensioners. At the time of  joining them, the group seemed 
more involved in helping take up individual cases of  hardship, but over time we moved towards wider 
issues facing the community. The group built a modest groundswell for a public meeting on 29th May 
1981 at The Havil Hall in Peckham. Speakers included Fred Baker secretary of  the British Pensioners 
& Trade Union Action Association, and Paul Lewis of  the Right to Fuel Campaign. About sixty older 
people attended the meeting from different parts of  the borough. The focus included a demand that 
the Government implement adequate heating allowances so that no pensioners would have their fuel 
disconnected.” 

Another significant area of work developed in response to the Trades Council (2) retired members 
group call for a pensioners’ action group. In 1980, a group was formed by retired local teachers 
and trade unionists Denis "Nobby" Clarke and Tom Gibson; Wally MacFarlane, a tenant activist in 
Nunhead; Matthew Morris, a retired solicitor from Camberwell and Vi Beevers, who had recently 
retired from the Institute of Psychiatry.  The group was supported by Alan Dwarka, a student at 
the Blackfriars Settlement (3). About ten people met monthly at the office of Southwark Council of 
Voluntary Service (4), to campaign on pensions, TV licences, and other points in the Greater London 
Pensioners Association Charter, (5) that later would become the National Pensioners Convention 
Declaration of Intent. This vibrant group became the Southwark Pensioners Action Group, or SPAG.

Southwark Pensioners Action Group (SPAG)

Southwark Pensioners Action Group, lobbying Parliament for a better 
state pension on the National Pensioners Day of Action, 4th March 1981 

From left: Denis "Nobby" Clarke, Alma Snell, Tom Gibson, 
Fred Coombs, Bob Boosey.
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Jack Jones (centre) at a pensioner rally in Brighton, 1983The Pensioners Charter, drawn up by the National Pensioners Convention

7

Jack Jones was a leading figure in the setting up of both SPAG and Southwark Pensioners 
Centre. After his retirement as the general secretary of the Transport and General 
Workers Union in 1979, he founded the National Pensioners Convention (NPC) to act 
as the champion of older people’s rights. Pensioners’ Action Groups were growing across 
London and beyond, inspired by two forces. Firstly, this was the first opportunity for 
older people to counter ageist stereotypes and run organisations themselves. Secondly, 
SPAG affiliated to the British Pensioners & Trade Union Action Association and drew 
wide support from trade unions and community projects, including Task Force (which 
later became Pensioners Link), which were funded to develop pensioners’ action. At 
this time, SPAG’s finances were uncertain and income was mainly donations from trade 
unions.
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“In the late 70s and early 80s, campaigning by older people on older 
people’s issues was relatively unusual. It was extremely difficult to produce 
publicity materials that were attractive. We barely had a photocopier. We 
had a Gestetner machine (6) - a duplicator. Getting a banner or having a 
march was quite unusual. You’d often have megaphones .”

Ian Adams, Community Development Worker with the Walworth 
Project, and the Walworth Pensioners Project 1980-1988

During this period, Will Paynter, the former miners’ union leader, who 
later became active in the London pensioners’ movement, addressed 
the Walworth Pensioners Project’s AGM, retired major Ronald Veltman 
became Employment Bureau Organiser, and the organisation began to take 
on borough-wide issues affecting older people. In 1983, SPAG received 
its first council funding and Bernadette O’Shea became the Community 
Development Worker for the organisation. That year, more than three 
hundred older people attended an annual conference held by SPAG and the 
Walworth Pensioners Project at what was then the Peckham Civic Centre, 
with a dozen minibuses bringing people in from all over the borough. Here, 
a team of students presented findings from a survey of older people’s needs. 
Both Harriet Harman MP and Simon Hughes MP attended the conference. 

From left: Harry Read, Eileen Miles, Anne Gough, Alf Payne, Denis Clarke, Wally McFarlane and  
Norman Kisch campaigning outside Alexander Fleming House c1983/1984

Vi Beevers with the newer SPAG campaigning banner some years later

8



THEN & NOW - The Story of Southwark Pensioners Centre

It was Bernadette O’Shea who launched One in 5, an eight-
page quarterly newsletter distributed by the SPAG branches, 
in the days when there weren’t computers, and newsletters 
were produced by typing onto paper, cutting it out, lining 
up and sticking it on bits of card before the printers took 
over. The One in 5 newsletter is still printed by the Southwark 
Pensioners Centre today and circulated to older people across 
the borough.

“The first venue for monthly meetings was above Times 
Furnishings in Rye Lane, and this young woman came in, 
and it was Harriet Harman, and right from the start, she 
supported the pensioner lobbies of  Parliament. She was 
very determined to build a relationship and so was Simon 
[Hughes] when he came into office. Both have been quite 
dedicated over the years to the Pensioners Centre and 
supportive and responsive to older people’s campaigns.”

Heygate Pensioners and members of St Alban’s Day Centre lobbying Harriet Harman (right) at Westminster c1983

Ian Adams

9

In its heyday, SPAG went on to have branches in Walworth, Dulwich, Camberwell, 
Peckham, Bermondsey, Rotherhithe and Borough, and for a short period there was a 
Heygate Estate Pensioners Action Group. Every branch - or local action group - had 
its own issues, style and characters. Other significant figures of the time were: Eileen 
Miles, well-known for riding a motorbike and constant campaigning; Alf Taylor; Bob 
Boosey - a union-man from Peckham; Tom and Mary Sawyer from Bermondsey; and 
Vic Reynolds, who attended numerous meetings. Ann Gough and Harry Read led the 
North Southwark group, in partnership with the Blackfriars Settlement community 
workers, campaigning hard on pedestrian rights. 
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In 1983 Southwark Council, at the behest of Jack Jones, set up Southwark Pensioners 
Forum. In keeping with the times, the Forum was a well-supported body that had 
influence, was effective, and brought about change.  It had a role of liaison between 
the Council and older citizens at the same time as other forums were developing for 
Women, Black and Minority Ethnic Communities and people with disabilities. As a 
result, it had free use of the Town Hall meeting rooms and, more importantly, a dedicated 
Council Officer - the first being Noreen Peedell.  The role of the officer was to organise 
meetings of the Forum, advise its committee, and act as a bridge between the Forum, 
Council officers and members.  The Pensioners Forum ‘sat’ within, or at least close to, 
the Council’s own decision-making structure, and so council officers and councillors 
were aware of the Forum and responsive to it. Indeed, under the old committee 
system, Council committees offered Forum representation on them. Tom Gibson, also 
a founder member of SPAG, was the Forum’s representative on the Council’s Social 
Services Committee. One of the Forum’s memorable achievements in the mid-Eighties, 
was the Council’s abolition of Home Help charges after he successfully argued that the 
money spent administering the collection of charges was greater than the amount being 
collected. (The Council did eventually reinstate the charges in 1991). 

Southwark Pensioners 
Forum

From left: Jack Jones, Charles Cherrill, former Chair of Southwark Pensioners Forum and 
Rodney Bickerstaffe, President of the National Pensioners Convention at the Southwark 

Pensioners Forum conference, 2005

“Set up by Jack Jones, the big thing about it was, he also 
got the Council involved by making them pay for a worker, 
and we had an office in the old Peckham Town Hall, and 
that was when the Pensioners Forum was really strong. You 
only had to ask a [Council] officer to come to the Forum and 
they would come! And we had a number of  councillors who 
were interested in older people. We were quite a force to be 
reckoned with! The council came to us to consult and we could 
actually question them on their policies.”
Charles Cherrill, former Chair Southwark Pensioners Forum until 

2013
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“It [the Forum] had people with an enormous amount of  experience. 
Charlie [Cherrill] was an ex-mayor, with political experience; he was able 
to understand the council and the ability to engage people in the democratic 
process and the importance of  that. There were so many people that we 
experienced - in international development, in pensions and people who 
had experience in the community and knew how to get things done. It was 
a group that had a lot of  respect in the Council. People used to say that, 
if  you went down to the Pensioners Forum, you really had to prepare. You 
had to know your stuff. It was a robust place but with good humour.”

“I think Southwark Pensioners have been effective in two ways - in 
holding elected representatives to account, by which I mean the MPs and 
the leader of  the Council and the person on the Council responsible for 
Pensioner issues. You’ve regularly quizzed us, taken no prisoners, I believe 
is the phrase, and not held back, and you’ve campaigned vigorously on 
local and national issues. The other big memory in those days, the leader 
of  the pensioners' movement in Southwark was Jack Jones. I was a young 
whippersnapper compared to him, learnt a lot from him, respected him 
hugely and supported him and the campaign whenever I could during his 
lifetime.”

Simon Hughes and Tom Gibson, 1986

Julie Timbrell, Southwark Council Community Engagement Worker, 
Southwark Pensioners Forum 2005-2009

Simon Hughes MP

During this time, a close relationship was established between Southwark 
Pensioners Forum and other pensioner organisations. In 1988, the Greater 
London Forum for Older People (GLF) was formed to act as the umbrella 
group for older people’s forums and groups across the London boroughs 
and the City of London and act as a voice for older Londoners. The Forum 
continued to make representation about issues affecting older people, such 
as the removal of night warden services in sheltered accommodation and 
Southwark Council’s decision to sell off its two holiday homes.

In 2006 the Forum launched the Southwark Pensioners Forum Pensioners 
Manifesto, addressing issues to improve the quality of life of older people 
in Southwark.
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The Walworth 
Pensioners Project
In 1984, after its brief stay in St Alban's Hall, the Walworth 
Pensioners Project, SPAG, and the Walworth Advice and 
Community Work Project, moved into a building that was 
formerly a newsagent at 186 Crampton Street, Walworth.

Walworth Pensioners Project publicity    
The former newsagent, now the Electric Elephant Café, became home to the Walworth 
Pensioners Project. (iv)
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This was a time of increased campaigns, petitions, rallies and lobbying MPs. National 
issues were often to the forefront, most especially the campaign for improved state 
pensions and the link to earnings, but also against VAT on fuel, and increased concessions 
such as TV licences. This gave an important feeling of national solidarity, but it proved 
important to explore local issues and to catch the eye of local people, so that the SPAG 
campaign on delays at King’s College Hospital Accident and Emergency Department, 
and campaigns to improve the state of pavements, initiated in North Southwark, drew 
considerable local support. 

“One day a whole group went around with pink spray paint to 
highlight paving that was dangerous. Eventually, this was to become 
the way in which the Council highlighted paving that needed 
repairing!”

Early campaign leaflet 1984 

As the numbers of people involved grew, these connections 
between local and national, political campaigns and social 
interaction built a common purpose that helped to shape the 
Southwark Pensioners Centre in years to come.  Many of the 
early campaigns were vital for getting better pensions, for 
fuel allowances, and TV licence exemption, for example.

Ian Adams

 Campaigners leaving the Crampton Street office to protest for the rights of pedestrians.
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In 1985, the Walworth Pensioners Project, with the Southwark 
Pensioners Action Group, organised a Pensioners Study Trip 
to France, Germany and Holland, visiting residential homes, 
day centres and the advanced pensioner movement in Holland. 
Significantly, they saw "De Heest" a Centre in Deventer, 
Holland, where retired people came to social activities in the 
café-style ground floor, while upstairs were offices for older 
people's services, as well as offices of the regional campaigning 
group. In Holland, membership of the pensioners’ movement 
ran to tens of thousands.

The Study Trip 

Walworth Pensioners Newsletter, 1985 advertising the study trip
The De Heest Centre study trip 1985. From left: Albert Jarman, Mary Reardon, Henk van 
Rossum, Venelle Alexander and Doug Moore 
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Visit to an older people’s service, study trip 1985

The study trip produced a 120 page report, "Over 60s Overseas" and planted the seed that 
something similar could happen in Southwark

“I have great memories of  working for SPAG and in particular our study trip to France, 
Germany and Holland. Ian [Adams] and I drove a bus full of  pensioners (two of  them 
in their nineties) across Europe, visiting older people’s projects and getting inspired to 
do something similar in Southwark. Our trip to Deventer in Holland was particularly 
inspiring as we visited an older people’s centre there run by older people for older people. 
Great model, good memories.”

Bernadette O’Shea, Community Development Worker, SPAG
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The Search for a Centre “One day, I remember discussing editorial content of  One in 
5 with Vi Beevers in a meeting which, for want of  space, took 
place on the stairs at the Crampton Street office. So when, in 
that stairway meeting in 1985, Vi said, "this is preposterous, 
we need a building for the pensioners", the model was somehow 
already in our mind - a Centre that had activity space, as 
well as close access to staff, information, and advice.”

“I can remember sitting in a pub, just round the corner [from Crampton Street] with 
Ronald Veltman and Bernadette O’Shea, when we discussed the idea of  a pensioners 
centre, and that was the beginning. It was exciting, and at times you thought, is this ever 
going to happen?”

Inspired by what had been seen abroad, the concept of a space dedicated to pensioner 
activities gathered shape and strength. Meetings were held around the borough to 
explore possibilities and to attract borough-wide support. The first meeting was held at 
St John’s Church in Meeting House Lane. Members of St Giles’ Pensioners, Camberwell, 
became involved, including Jean Mills, who was to become the first chair of the 
Southwark Pensioners Centre.

Ian Adams

Jackie Hill

For two years, a vacant building was sought to provide what 
was needed. Numerous buildings were considered, including 
the old Peckham Experiment off Queens Road, a house near 
Lynton Road in Bermondsey, the premises of the Amalgamated 
Union of Engineering Workers in Lyndhurst Road, the rectory 
in Wells Way, and disused post offices at the Bricklayers Arms 
and Camberwell Road.

The organisation had rightly decided that accessibility by 
bus was crucial to a borough-wide centre for older people 
and continued their search. Eventually, in 1988, they viewed 
a derelict pawnbroker’s at 305-7 Camberwell Road - a disused 
building, flooded at basement level, and blighted by plans 
to widen the road, extend the Underground and reopen the 
station. 

In 1987, the Walworth Pensioners Project helped to set up the Southwark Pensioners 
Centre, an organisation without a building, to agree a constitution and to establish 
an organisation and find premises. Of key importance was the Council’s agreement 
to funds to develop a building and finance staff. Tenagne Geressu was appointed as 
Southwark Pensioners Centre’s Community Development Worker and was based in the 
tenants hall on the Draper Estate at Newington Butts. She was later joined by other staff 
from the Walworth Pensioners Project.  In 1988 Ian Adams left his role as Community 
Development Worker at the project and was replaced by Ambrose O’Boyle. 
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The Southwark Pensioners Centre had strong support from Southwark Council’s 
officers and members, particularly the Grants Unit headed by Mike Cantor, and the 
then Council Leader, Jeremy Fraser.  Support for the Centre was inspired by a vibrant, 
active pensioner community from all over Southwark that had campaigned long and 
hard for their own centre. During the building’s refurbishment, Tom Gibson and Vi 
Beevers remained closely involved. SPAG work continued with campaigns such as "Beds 
Not Trolleys", with the Community Health Council, drawing attention to time awaiting 
treatment in King's College Hospital Accident and Emergency Department.

“I was a strong advocate for a single strong pensioners' body at a time 
when the Council was making cuts to its voluntary sector grants. 
About this time a property developer was seeking to get permission 
to build flats at the site of  the now Southwark Pensioners Centre 
and as part of  planning gain the Council was able to negotiate a 
Pensioners Centre on the ground floor. There was, I think, strong 
support for a good meeting place for pensioners with adequate 
facilities.”

305-307 Camberwell Road, prior to its refurbishment

"Beds Not Trolleys" Campaign

"All the lobbying for funding at the town hall - all these people who worked tirelessly and 
attended meetings in the evening cold for their communities should be remembered, honoured, 
appreciated. It’s the result of  their hard work and commitment.”

17

Mike Cantor, Principal Grants Officer, London Borough of Southwark 
1977-2001.

Tenagne Geressu, Community Development Worker
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The Southwark Pensioners Centre

“Ok, it had teething troubles to begin with, but once the 
Pensioners Centre got known to people, it became a very 
lively place.”

The Southwark Pensioners Centre finally opened at 305-307 
Camberwell Road in 1991.  The new community worker, Liz 
Hoare, helped to build the Centre’s activities in its infancy. 

The Employment Bureau continued there, under Ronald 
Veltman until he retired at eighty-eight and administration 
was still handled by Jackie Hill. Val Pickman, who became 
a long-serving volunteer, managed the reception, largely 
single-handedly at the beginning. On Mondays, the Goodrich 
Club which was so-named after losing its premises at 
Goodrich Road, East Dulwich, met on Mondays, while 
Thursday mornings were packed out, as up to fifty people met, 
coffee-house style, to discuss issues of the day. This group was 
organised by Vi Beevers, Joyce Donaldson, Rose Stowe, Win 
Cook and Pat Taylor. Many of this powerful sororiety have 
now passed away, but there is still a tradition of a small group 
that meets on a Thursday morning to this day. Similarly, the 
Goodrich Club has continued to meet on Mondays at the 
Centre from the very beginning. 

“I was basically working with individuals and groups. The idea was to help older people 
with the projects they were trying to achieve in retirement.”

Jackie Hill

Jon Morgan

In 1993 Ian Adams rejoined as Centre manager and stayed until 2007. During that time, 
the Centre saw many developments. These included setting up a team of older people 
as reception volunteers and the relaunch of the One in 5 borough-wide newsletter for 
older people. At one time, two thousand copies were delivered, the equivalent of every 
street in Southwark receiving a copy.

From 1994 to 2001, an advice service had been mainly offered by volunteers and student 
placements, and the centre director. In 2001, the Centre appointed its first paid advice 
worker, Jenni Woods, and gained a Community Legal Service Quality Mark.

In 1995 Jon Morgan replaced the previous Community Development Worker, Sue Child. 
He brought useful experience of community development and supporting older people 
from his work with Pensioners Link.  Jon worked closely with colleagues and volunteers 
and developed the organisation’s work with the Pensioners Action Groups, Housebound 
Shopping Trips and Black History Month events. He was at the heart of building a 
wide support network of contacts with the voluntary sector and with sheltered housing, 
leaving SPC in 2009.
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It was during this period also, that Ian Gardner replaced Ronald Veltman as the 
Employment Bureau Manager.

The Centre also continued to host a SPAG office and a group for older people run by 
the Maudsley Hospital. During this period, the immensely popular Welcome Singers 
and Explorers Club were set up by Tony Lynes and other Centre members. Again these 
organisations, led by older people, continue to meet and flourish. 

The sale of the Council’s two holiday homes financed a programme of holiday grants 
which the Centre administered alongside the holidays it promoted, and enabled many 
older people to access affordable holidays and grants. The long and fruitful residency 
of Entelechy Arts at the Centre, encouraged many members to become involved in arts 
events and performances. Many are still involved today. This partnership also led to a 
long relationship with Julia Honess who still continues to run projects in association 
with the Centre.

Other significant achievements included an exchange visit with older people from 
Poland, the development of a satellite project on the Aylesbury Estate which continued 
until 2013, involvement in the Silver Festival, and popular annual Black History Month 
events. 

In 2007 Hilary Simon became director, bringing a business-like approach to the 
role. One of her main aims was to modernise the operation of the Centre so that it 
would be more attractive to the current generation of older people, and to support 
the development of activities that would reflect this. She focused her energies on an 
efficiently run organisation, making the Centre’s physical environment more attractive 
and supporting a committed team of staff and volunteers. She also developed the centre’s 
professional profile and networks, and new funding opportunities.

Southwark Pensioners Centre members, 2012
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Building on the 
Foundations
Much of the work that was done in the setting up of a Centre 
by and for Southwark’s older people left strong foundations 
on which to build and develop the older people’s groups, 
campaigns, consultative groups, advice services, cultural 
projects and health and well-being activities that older people 
in Southwark enjoy today.

People’s reasons for coming to the Centre have been as rich 
and varied as the diverse range of people that have been part 
of the Centre over the years.

“The Pensioner movement in Southwark has a long history and played a critical part in 
the campaign for the Old Age Pension over one hundred years ago. We we are immensely 
proud and honoured to be continuing in that tradition. The Southwark Pensioners Centre 
continues to ensure that older people in Southwark lead active and fulfilling lives. We 
have developed into a vibrant, innovative, and creative charity with a wide range of  
social groups and activities, specialist health and well-being, employment and advice 
services, day trips, holidays, and creative projects. We also provide a voice for older 
people through the Southwark Pensioners Forum. I hope that in another 25 years we will 
be celebrating our achievements and progress in supporting older people in Southwark 
and the surrounding communities for years to come.”

Neil White, Director, Southwark Pensioners Centre, 2010 -

In 2013, the Centre continues to host successful member-led groups, including an art 
class, the Welcome Singers and the Explorers Club; a thriving advice service; computer 
classes, a vibrant programme of health and well-being activities and individual casework, 
creative and heritage projects. The Centre continues to engage new members from all 
over the borough. It also supports a recently rejuvenated Southwark Pensioners Forum, 
and is home to and works alongside SPAG. The Centre also continues its tradition of 
older volunteer receptionists, with Audrey Heron as the longest-serving volunteer 
looking after the desk on Thursdays. Audrey has been volunteering since 1994! 

Last, but by no means least, tributes must be paid to the former and current chairpersons 
of Southwark Pensioners Centre: Jean Mills, Bernard White, Frank Brean, Charles 
Cherrill, Veronica Ward, John Bland and Martin Butcher, and to all the staff, volunteers, 
and members now and then, for helping to steer this unique ship through Southwark 
and beyond. Long may she sail! Southwark Pensioners Centre, Camberwell Road
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Campaigns

Restoring the Link between Pensions and Earnings

Breast Cancer Screening for Older Women

Beds Not Trolleys, drawing attention to time awaiting treatment in King's 
College Hospital Accident and Emergency Department. 

Campaign against the ending of dedicated police officers and older people’s 
policing group

The past and current campaigns of SPAG, the Southwark Pensioners 
Centre and Southwark Pensioners Forum have included:

“We demonstrated about pensions at Westminster Central Hall with 
Barbara Castle. It was reported in the Guardian."

“It seemed to me the biggest campaigning issue from the time the Pensioners 
Centre was opened was to try to restore the Pension link with the average 
wage, which was broken by the Mrs Thatcher Conservative government. 
One of  the things that I’m delighted to be able to say is that it was only 
when my colleagues and I entered into Government that we restored the 
link.”

“I originally got involved with Southwark Pensioners Action Group. I am 
now also involved in the amalgamation of  three groups – the Pensioners 
Centre, the Forum and SPAG. We are trying to discuss serious issues that 
affect pensioners."

Campaign against Adult Education Cuts

Campaigning for the rights of older people in the Maudsley Hospital 

Save Dulwich Hospital Campaign

Campaign to abolish Home Help charges

Advocating The Dignity Code to uphold the rights and maintain the 
personal dignity of older people less able to care for themselves or to 
properly conduct their affairs

Campaigns against the Closure of Police Stations and Post Offices

Campaign against Age Discrimination

Campaign to save Southwark Council’s Holiday Homes 

Say No to Ageism

Denise Nicholls

Simon Hughes MP

“Sylvia Appleton got me in on a particular issue, and I joined SPAG and 
the Forum. I was involved with the King's Patients’ Forum, tasting hospital 
menus. I also campaigned for people to have reading lamps in Dulwich 
Hospital. Later, Denise Nicholls and I did a series of  tea parties for older 
people to talk about the care they were getting.”

 Josephine Negro

Tony Lynes
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Maureen Tyson

“I was on one or two feeder marches to the national Pensioners Convention 
lobbies of  parliament in the 1990s and at least one march to Geraldine 
Mary Harmsworth Park in defence of  NHS workers. We were met by 
armed police waiting for us in the park. I have been involved with: Defend 
Council Housing; Fuel Poverty Action; Campaign Against Closure of  Fire 
Stations; Reinstating the link between pensions and earnings. My favourite 
recent memory is going to the Royal Festival Hall with placards as part of  
Fuel Poverty Action Week (2013), and being threatened with arrest if  we 
didn’t leave!"

Mary Phillips  

“We met with Simon Hughes at Portcullis House concerning the start of  a 
Southwark Pensioners Parliament. The occasion that I am most proud of  
was proposing and organising a meeting that involved Ann Widdecombe. 
A very successful meeting.  Doors of  the hall had to be closed to stop any 
further people attending. A ‘full-up’ notice was put in place.”

 Alf Baillie

“I came to the centre from East Dulwich and Peckham Pensioners Action 
Group. I joined in campaigning for equal opportunities and the freedom 
pass.”

Anita Levatt

“I come to SPAG to see what’s going on and what they are campaigning 
about. I’ve been up to meetings at Portcullis House.”

Celia Charles

Fuel Poverty Action

The Development of the Lay Inspectors scheme 

Campaign for more Public Toilets

Campaign against the closure of Lewisham Hospital Accident and 
Emergency Department and Ward Closures 

Campaign to combat social isolation

Campaign against library charges

Campaign for improvements in homecare and mental health services, 
including LINK-visiting

“I have been on SPAG demonstrations and recently been involved in the 
‘Over the Hill’ anti-agesim project.”

SPAG Campaign Against Fuel Poverty, Royal Festival Hall, 2013

...campaigns continued
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“We retired from work in 1989, and came in soon after that. Fred (my husband) 
said to me, as we passed on the bus, "We’ll have to go in there." So we came down 
and just got involved! After a couple of  years we got involved with the Explorers. 
We just kind of  mingled in.”

Joyce Newman 

“When I was a pensioner myself  I noticed this place in Camberwell Road, 
Southwark Pensioners Centre, and I thought they might be doing things I was 
interested in. Inevitably I got involved with SPAG. I edited the SPAG newsletter 
and wrote quite a lot of  it. I joined in the marches. Now there’s the Welcome 
Singers that I sort of  started, and I sing in it, and the Southwark Explorers Club 
that I was also involved in setting up. It organises outings to interesting places 
once a week and now has more than three hundred members.”

Tony Lynes
 
“We used to come here in the early 1990s. We were people that drifted in and 
out. We came to the pop-in - when Sid was doing his toast and baked beans, and 
also Jon Morgan used to put a film on. We all used to find it very interesting. A 
place like this is very valuable.“

Sheila Moore 

“I retired from work and I met Betty Boynton in the 90s and got involved in 
SPAG.”  

Mary Phillips

How We Got Involved “I think the first time I came was when my friend invited me to the singing when 
I retired.”

Celia Charles

“The years fly away. My favourite group was the painting.” 
Anita Levatt

“I got involved through someone else who needed some help. I went into the 
Pensioners Centre I’d been told there was somebody there who could help, and I 
went to find out and they were very welcoming. From then on, I just joined and 
signed up.” 

Lilian Bartholemew
           
“A friend told me to become a member. My favourite memory was a project SPC  
put on in the past for Black History Month. I still like the monthly list of  places 
to go from the Explorers.”

Inez Taylor

“I got involved when the Centre offered a reduced cost for a holiday. I started art 
every week, which made me friends.  I absolutely loved the bring and buy sale.”

Joyce McDonald 
         
“About 13 years ago, in 2000, someone said you’re just the sort of  person we need 
on the explorers committee. I did join, I took over the theatre bookings and I 
was the chair for a couple of  years. I’ve been on a couple of  holidays and help 
out whenever I can. I particularly like the research projects, such as The Roots 
project.”

Maureen Tyson

23
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“I used to go to the Lorrimore drop-in centre. There was a pamphlet inviting 
pensioners to come to SPAG meetings. At my first meeting, Tony Farsky, a 
wonderful inspiring Chairman, said that SPAG needed a treasurer and I enjoyed 
this involvement.”

Geoff Worley

 “I first came the Pensioners Centre in 2008 when I moved into Camberwell 
Green. I just wanted something fresh to do. It can be really boring just sitting 
down in the house. Each time I went on the bus, I would see on my right ‘Southwark 
Pensioners Centre’ and thought to myself  one of  these days I must go in there. I’ve 
been coming for the computer. It’s quite interesting to join a group of  people your 
age group and exchange views.”

 Tunde Disu

“Before I retired I did some gardening projects with the Centre. When I retired, 
my friend Kay Bettinelli introduced me. I joined. I was elected as a trustee for the 
Centre and Southwark Pensioners Forum. I represent the Forum on the London 
Older People’s Strategy Group, set up by Ken Livingstone at the GLA, and on the 
Greater London Forum. We made sure older Londoners had a voice. The Centre 
is the life-blood of  older people.”

Kurban Haji

“In 1994 I went down to the Centre to the Goodrich Club. I went along and was 
interviewed by Ivy Moylan who was the founder. When Ivy retired I volunteered 
and became organiser from 2000-2008 and then Joan Tibbles was elected and 
she runs it to the present day. It was the conversation, the interests and the older 
people’s intellect and the communication that I liked.”

Pat Belsey

“I came to work at the Pensioners Centre back in 1997. I got a job helping to tidy 
up the Centre. I joined the action group at Jack Jones House and the Southwark 
Pensioners Action Group. We went campaigning, getting signatures for different 
things. I joined in helping to organise Black History Month.”

Pearl Burton

"I began by delivering the One in 5 by car to Bermondsey, leaving it in doctors’ 
surgeries and old people’s homes. I was writing for the One in 5 and, having 
retired, my writing was geared to pensioner issues. I was on the Pensioners Centre 
Committee for sixteen years."

Reg O’Donoghue

“I started in 1993 as a volunteer. I did the reception. We have to make bookings, 
opening the door, answering the phone and generally responding to people coming 
in and asking questions. There is always something happening.”

Madeleine Keckwick
 
“I started volunteering in 1994. I used to come to the Carers’ group and then I 
started on the reception. Interacting with all the people that come into the centre 
has been the best thing about it.”

Audrey Heron
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(1) Greater London Council (GLC)
The local government administrative body for Greater London from 1965 to 1986. The GLC was dissolved 
in 1986 by Local Government Act 1985. 

(2) The Blackfriars Settlement
Originally the Women's University Settlement "to promote the welfare of the poorer districts of London, 
especially of the young and children" became the Blackfriars Settlement in 1961, widening its service to 
the local community.

(3) The Trades Council
Trades Union Councils bring unions together to campaign on issues affecting working people in their 
workplaces and local communities.

(4)Southwark council of Voluntary Service
Former "umbrella" organisation in the borough, acting as the voice for the Voluntary Sector and providing 
support services

(5)Greater London Pensioners Association 
Organisation campaigning to defend and advance the interests of pensioners

(6) Gestetner machine
The Gestetner, named after its inventor David Gestetner, is a type of duplicating machine, its brand name  
and the associated company.

Southwark Pensioners Centre and Ian Adams hold the copyright for all photographs, and documents 
unless otherwise stated.

i Image published by permission of Southwark Council
ii Document from Southwark Local History Library and Archive*
iii Image taken from http://thatchercrisisyears.com*
iv Image courtesy of 'The Pullen's Story' by Roger Bachelor*

* Our best efforts have been made to contact the holders of the copyright of these documents and images. 
After a reasonable search, the copyright holder of the photo is still unknown. We want to acknowledge 
the copyright holder. Please contact us if you hold the copyright, or have any further information on the 
copyright holders.

Footnotes

The "Then and Now" project at Southwark Local History Library and Archivee, 2013
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Heritage walk to the former Crampton Street office, 2013


