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A lesson in history?

Why the Lea Valley
and why food?

The Lea Valley, which straddles the River
Lea from Hertfordshire into London, is at
the heart of London’s food history. For
centuries, countless waves of newcomers
set up their communities on the marshy,
fertile soil by the river and used its passage
as a food route, bartering their way along
to the great Thames.

As with all sources of life, the Lea’s food
history reveals politics, intrigue, conflict
and innovation. It also reminds us of the
important part that food culture plays in

The Lea is no longer used for food transport.

Early Lea Valley residents grew for
themselves and their communities, as
people have continued to do ever since.
Thousands today in the Lea Valley prefer
food grown on their balcony or in their

A river seems a magic thing. A magic, moving,
living part of the very earth itself.
Laura Gilpin from The Rio Grande, 1949

A new glasshouse era (above and below left):
Organiclea is renovating and operating

a sizeable glasshouse in the valley, to grow
food for local markets and plants for sale

to other food growers and projects within
the Lea Valley. Food is grown organically

and the glasshouses are run on a sustainable

connecting us to the places where we live.

In recent decades many of the problems
with our food system have been
recognised and challenged, although

it remains fundamentally in crisis.

As the search for solutions continues,
what can the Lea Valley’s food growing
heritage teach us?

Under our feet, the earth of the Lea
Valley boasts a rich food growing history,
from Saxon settlers growing celery in the
sixth century to mid-twentieth century
Italians growing cucumbers in glasshouses,
using the river to transport food to
markets further afield.

The road from hand to mouth is
short and easy enough at first, but
as society grows, and division of
labour is made, producers and
consumers become widely
separated, [then] the road
from hand to mouth is a

long one, and oftentimes

a hard road to travel.

Joseph Dart, 1865

garden, allotment
community
Newcomers to the
region have brought
their own style of &
growing, favourite
plants and ways of
preparing and eating
them, enriching the
food culture of
the Lea Valley.
Others have kept
traditional local crops
and methods

gardeners are

havens for wildlife

or
garden.

alive.
A new generation of organic
creating
productive plots that are also

P~

L

ecological basis, with opportunities for all
to learn skills and get involved.

The foolish seek happiness
in the distance, the wise
grow it under their feet.
James Oppenheim

\
e
b _/f it

and people.

All are custodians of the Lea Valley food

growing heritage.

A Glass of its own

The glasshouse era brought
new commercial production

possibilities to the banks
of the Lea. It brought
the region food
growing fame, as
producers harness
the potential of this
land and its river:

& Fertile soils on the
banks of the Lower Lea

g Access to river water
for irrigation

¥ Close to large number
of mouths in London
(and to London’s
soil-enriching
horse
manure!)

¥ River Lea
was the
first
navigable
river, used to
transport and (through
water power) to process
foodstuffs.

Breaking glass

The forces behind the decline
of the glasshouses, a century
later, begin to point to

the roots of today’s
agricultural crisis:

¥ London
expansion pushed
the market gardens
upstream away from
more fertile soils.

® Soil and manure

become out of favour as soil
fertilisers. They are replaced by
“hydroponic” methods, which
supply food to plants in liquid,
chemical form.

¥ Piped water reduces the
need to be close to river.

® Motorised transport means
closeness to London markets
and processors is no longer so
important.

¥ Motor vehicles also spell the
end of transportation of food
by river.

& Grain mills now use fossil
fuels, not water power.

While the
Lea Valley
continues
to produce
vast
amounts of
salad crops, there is far less
land and people devoted to it.
Thanks to hydroponic chemical
growing methods, much of the
valley’s produce is not actually
grown in the valley’s soil, and
thanks to our food distribution
system, many residents have
never even had a taste of it.

These developments are raising
serious social and
environmental questions.




