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This Odd Guide explores the theme of Nature & Food along
the Leaway.

You went in search of the River Lea and now find yourself
wandering in a mysterious area of waterways, wild spaces,
building developments, and relics of London’s rural, growing,
milling, trading, and industrial past.
you will be able to find the
When you see a flag like this
location mentioned on the map.

The Lovely

River Lea

Boiling
Bones
Coriander
Lime

Cinnamon
Flour
Sewage
The smells that might greet you
as you walked along the
River Lea in the 19 th century.

Rural
Past
Few people know the remarkable history of the River Lea, and
its importance to the development of the London and the
UK. First recorded in the 9th century, the name of the river is
believed to derive from the Celtic word ‘lug’ meaning ‘bright
or light’. In the 1920s archaeologists found flint tools, animal
remains and dwelling materials beneath the Lea Valley peat,
evidence of a Mesolithic stone age site from between 6,000 bc –
3,000 bc. Those early hunter gatherers probably came to
Britain over the land bridge that linked England and France
until 6,000 years ago.
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As a marshy flood plain, construction and settlement is difficult
in the Lea Valley, a fact that has enabled it to resist the
pressures of suburban growth. Until around 200 years ago,
the River Lea was still largely rural, with only a scattering
of settlements, and was described in the Hoflands Angler’s
Guide in 1848 as a river running through
a beautiful pastoral country adorned with villages through
parks and meadows containing countless herds of cattle
and flocks of sheep.

Scene on the River Lea 1788 © British Library.

London’s earliest health and building controls stopped at the
River Lea boundary, which gave rise to unmanaged development.
By the 19th century, industries along the river included
lime-kilns, calico-printing, soap production, and distilleries.
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Look more closely and the river’s past can still be glimpsed
through the modern developments.
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Photo by Gayle Chong Kwan, Bow Locks.
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This early industrial character developed to such an extent
that William Morris wrote in 1890 in News from Nowhere of
looking forward to a future when the Lea’s wetland returned
to its ‘natural glory’, yearning for a time when:
the houses are scattered wide about the meadows there,
which are very beautiful, especially when you get on to
the lovely river Lea (where old Isaak Walton used to fish,
you know) about the places called Stratford and Old Ford… 1

Salt dough model shows the high-rise buildings that now stand at East India Dock.

1. Lime-kilns, calico-printing, soap production, and distilleries were dotted
along the River Lea in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

A. 18th Century Lea cottages: Salt dough model shows cottages that would have
stood along the Lea in the 18th century.
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Food
Production

With its fertile loam soils, irrigation, and river access to London
markets, the Lea Valley has a long history of food production.
The river itself was a source of food – fish weirs existed on the
River Lea since medieval times. Today, people still fish, and
the River Lea Angler’s Club was founded in 2013 for anglers
with an interest in fishing the River Lee Navigation, from
Waltham Abbey in Essex to Tottenham in North London. The
most commonly known species include Carp, Chub, Bream,
Roach, Tench, Rudd, Perch, Pike, Dace, Gudgeon and Bleak.
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From the Saxon settlers of the 6th century through to Italian
glasshouse growers in the 1950s, food was grown on the fertile
soil by the river, both for local needs and for transportation
to markets further afield. From the early 12th century,
Stratford Langthorne Abbey, one of the largest Cistercian
monasteries in England, began to reclaim marshland around
the River Lea. There was corn growing in the late Middle Ages,
and cattle grazing, orchards, abbey and market gardens,
slaughterhouses, and bakeries. By 1930, the Lea Valley had
the world’s largest concentration of glasshouses, producing
over half of Britain’s total horticultural output. Modern food
production continues today, including coffee roasters, cake
shops, and pre-prepared food.

Ingredients that can be used to infuse gin.

Today, foragers continue to explore the river’s bounty, with
plants and herbs such as spinach, mugwort, and meadowsweet
found growing along the river. John Rensten from Forage
London suggests a recipe for ice cream using water mint:
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Foraged
Water Mint
Ice
Cream
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On its own water mint is the perfect herb to serve with fresh
water fish. How do you know it’s water mint? It grows by or
in the water and it looks and smells like mint, actually quite
similar to peppermint in both appearance and fragrance.
This recipe comes from a lovely book by Adele Nozedar called
The Hedgerow Handbook. Take
			20 sprigs of mint, wash thoroughly (blanch in
boiling water for a few seconds if it was picked in the water,
not on the riverbank) and whizz in a blender with
			5 tbsp of caster sugar. Transfer to a bowl and
stir in
			375 grams of crème fraîche, then whisk
			three egg whites ‘to soft peaks’ and fold them
carefully into the mixture ( I also added a bit of
			green food colouring ). Put it into a plastic box
and put this into the freezer, stirring every half hour or so
with a fork, to avoid it crystallising (unless you’re lucky
enough to own an ice cream maker which can do this for you).
Serve with fresh mint on the side. Obviously, it works with
other types of mint too.
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Milling
and
Distilling
The industrial character of the area started with a number of
scattered but important mills and distilleries. The river’s rural
surroundings, cheap power offered by the river, and proximity
to London made milling and distilling an important and
profitable activity. There were eight or possibly nine mills
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recorded on the River Lea in the 11th century at the time of
the Doomsday Book. Stratford Langthorne Abbey, founded
in 1135, acquired three mills and the area became known as
Three Mills.B The Abbey was self-sufficient for its needs and
generated wealth from the ecclesiastic mills grinding wheat
for local bakers to supply bread to the City of London. This led
to competition with the London Guild of Bakers, who wanted
to levy a toll on bread entering the City at Whitechapel.

The House and Clock Mills and the Distillery were worked
as a joint operation and were able to take advantage of the
tidal flow up the Thames Estuary and Bow Creek. At the
peak of the tide, a sluice was closed and the water allowed
to flow back at a controlled rate to operate the mill wheels.
B. Historic Bakers of Stratford: Stratford was a centre of bread baking for
centuries, since Stratford Langthorne Abbey, which was founded in 1135.
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Grain arrived by barge or cart, and was delivered to the
ground floor of the Mill; sacks were then lifted to the top
floor internally. The milled grain was then transported
for delivery, storage, or sent to the distillery for distillation
and production of gin.

The House Mill remains the largest tidal mill in the world,
although the water wheels are no longer in operation. In 1872
the House Mill, at Three Mills, was purchased by gin distillers
J&W Nicholson & Co of Clerkenwell, producing Lamplighter
Gin.2 Distilling ceased in 19 41 during the rationing shortages
of WW2. London’s only remaining family-owned flour mill
Wright’s Baking, founded in 1867, still exists today.3
2. J&W Nicholson & Co was founded in the 1730s during the Gin Craze and
was based in Clerkenwell, and had the grain mills and milling facilities at
Three Mills. The company stopped making gin in England 1941 and closed
its premises Three Mills in 1966.
3. Wright’s is a family business with 149 years of milling history, based in Ponder
End Mills, Enfield.

Gin was not the only alcohol produced by the River Lea
that flowed through the old brewing and malting centre of
Ware. Barley was transported into Ware, and malt out via
the river to London. Bargemen born in Ware were given
the ‘freedom of the River Thames’, avoiding the requirement
of paying lock dues.

A Bow School student imagines what it might have been
like in the area
As I walk past Three Mills, I can hear the clamping
of the huge mills, and I can also see the work
activity all around. It would be so smelly and noisy
and, as a child, I would probably have been working
in the Mill. C

C. The House Mill is a grade 1 listed 18th century tidal mill set in a beautiful riverside
location in the heart of London’s East End. Originally built in 1776, on an existing
pre-Doomsday site it is the largest existing tidal mill in the world.
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Photo by Gayle Chong Kwan, The House Mill.

Transpo
The river was also a means of food transportation, often from
far away shores. Ships sailed from here, returning with extraordinary new plants for the royal court, and new markets of
exotic produce developed, which were transported via the river
to the expanding metropolis.

D. Both John Tradescant the Elder (c. 1570 –1638) and John Tradescant
the Younger (1608 –1662) journeys left from East India Dock.

Boat made of salt dough, by Bow School pupils.

rtation

John Tradescant the Elder (1570 –1638) and John Tradescant
the Younger (1608 –1662) undertook journeys to collect
botanical samples. These men helped change the botanical
and gastronomic landscape in England in the 17th century.
Traveling to the Low Countries, France, Algiers, Russia and
the New World, the Tradescants collected new plants and
grew and propagated these plants for their own use and for
distribution. Bound up with global politics and the building
of the British Empire, their activities mark the beginning of a
long era of the movement of edible plants around the planet.D
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Boats made of salt dough, by Bow School pupils.
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Soap
Over time, the River Lea became a political edgeland, a boundary
zone where, until the middle of the last century, London’s earliest
health and building controls stopped. This lack of regulation
encouraged the growth of noxious industries and services,
including soap production from bones. The old Yardley Factory
in Stratford, a cream-faced building that was designed by
Higgins & Thomerson in 1937, was recently developed as
housing and ACME Artists’ Studios – if you look up at the
window on the first floor left hand side you might see me
working in my studio.E
Harper Twelvetrees was a 19th century entrepreneur,
industrialist and philanthropist, who was also involved in helping to promote the plight of a runaway slave, John Anderson.
The Tesco Store at Bromley-by-Bow, along with its southern
car park, occupies the site of the former Harper Twelvetrees
Imperial Chemical Works. There were 12 distinct businesses
within one establishment, ranging from ‘Glycerine soap powders
and washing powders, a small boiling plant for the production
of mottled and pale soaps, and a re-melting plant for Perfumed
Toilet Soaps, and an extensive grinding and packing business
in spices, ginger, rices, and various miscellaneous goods usually
sold by grocers in packets.’ F

E. Warton House: ACME Artists’ Studio. Twenty-four studios as part of a mixeduse development. A landmark 193 0s building, once a perfume factory.
F. Harper Twelvetrees Imperial Chemical Gasworks, same site as Bow School:
Bow School, now located at Twelvetrees Crescent. Artist Gayle Chong Kwan
worked with some of their pupils to develop this guide.
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Warehouses along the River Lea, carved out of soap by students from Bow School.

The

Great
Stink
The River Lea is one of the main sources of east London’s
water supply. In early modern London people drew their
water from street pipes, which were often broken and which
provided a weak supply of regular water, leading to much
wasted water. In the 19th century the rapid population
expansion, new residential suburbs, and a cholera and
typhoid epidemic in 1853, provoked a massive programme
to build new sewers and improve the capital’s supply of
drinking water. Charles Dickens reported that flooding
occurred regularly in the winter months and described the
foul results of flood waters spreading accumulated sewage
through homes in the area. Heavy rains regularly caused
the massive London Main Drain to dump a mix of storm
water and sewage into the Lower Lea at Old Ford.
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G. Abbey Mills Pumping Station. A sewage pumping station, nicknamed ‘the cathedral
of sewage’ due to it’s ornate Byzantine style, designed by engineer Joseph Bazalgette
in 1868 to draw waste water from the drains of north London.
H. Northern Outfall Sewer: is a major gravity sewer that runs from Wick Lane in Hackney to
Beckton sewage treatment works, with The Greenway (a foot & cycle path) running along it.

Still life drawings by Bow School pupils.

The Great Stink of July and August 1858 occurred when hot
weather exacerbated the smell of untreated human waste
and industrial effluent on the banks of the River Thames.
The smell, and people's fears of its possible effects on health,
prompted action from the local and national administrators
and they accepted a proposal from Joseph William Bazalgette
(1819 –1891) to move the effluent eastwards along a series of
interconnecting sewers that sloped towards outfalls beyond
the metropolitan area. The Abbey Mills pumping station was
built at the site of an earlier watermill owned by the former
Stratford Langthorne Abbey, from which it gained its name.
Abbey Mills Pumping Station, designed by Bazalgette and
Edmund Cooper, and completed in 1868, still stands today.
Bazalgette ensured that sewage was no longer dumped onto
the shores of the Thames and brought an end to the cholera
outbreaks. His sewer system operates now in the 21st century,
servicing a city that has grown to over eight million, prompting
the historian Peter Ackroyd to argue that Bazalgette should
be considered a hero of London.G Today, the Green Way runs
along and over the long Northern Outfall Sewer, a major
gravity sewer that runs from Wick Lane in Hackney to Beckton
sewage treatment works east of Stratford.H

Today, waste management is still a feature of the River Lea.
Bywaters is one of the UK’s leading recycling and resource
management companies, based in Bow and established in
1952, it handles a total of 800,000 tonnes of waste annually,
offering all types of businesses the option of a ‘zero direct
to landfill’ solution.I

I. Bywaters is one of the UK’s leading recycling and resource management
companies, established in 1952.

The River

Beast
An apocryphal crocodile appeared in the River Lea on 5 August
2005, when boat trippers witnessed ‘a goose being pulled
underwater very quickly.’ Several cygnets also mysteriously
disappeared and it was suggested that the creature responsible
was a large fish, a caiman, or possibly a crocodile.
On 13 December 2011, a similar attack was reported to
have occurred when another goose went ‘vertically down’.
Observed by two boat trippers on a section of the River Lea,
it was said that the large goose vanished ‘in the space of half
a second’. The observers did not see any sign of the creature.
Other suggestions for the predator have been a snapping
turtle or catfish (which are known to exist in small numbers
in the Thames and its tributaries). A British Waterways
spokeswoman said “We don’t believe there is a crocodile in
the river… but we would encourage people to get in touch
if they have seen anything.”
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An Oasis

Ailsa Street is a 4.7 hectare site in the lower Lea Valley
that became isolated from Poplar when the a12 road was
created in the 1960’s.J Once cut-off from the surrounding
urban infrastructure, the site has become increasingly
occupied by scrap dealers, refuse recycling and fly tippers.
In the midst of Ailsa Street is an Oasis. In the midst of
London is the River Lea.

J. Ailsa Street, Poplar: This site became isolated when the A12 road was created in
the 1960’s. Once cut-off from the surrounding urban infrastructure, the site has
become increasingly occupied by scrap dealers and other trades.

The river has always had contrasting, conflicting and coexisting
elements, activities, and people, flowing alongside it. Which
version of River Lea will we project into the future? I Imaginary
information booths of the future. All of the below were made
by Bow School pupils.

‘Trade and Transportation’, sited along the River Lea
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Imaginary information booths of the future.
Models made by the pupils of Bow School.

Abbey Mills
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Litter

35

Crocodile Tongue

7

Art

Artist Gayle Chong Kwan leading a model making workshop at Bow School, Tower Hamlets.

Locations

Walking times
(approximate)

A. 18th Century Lea cottages:
Site of rural settlements, where
cottages would have stood. Until
around 200 years ago the whole
area was largely a rural idyll.

Page 11

E. Artist’s studio (Warton House)
and ex Yardley soap factory:
Warton House, 150 Stratford High
Street is now artist studios. This
landmark 1930s building once
housed the Yardley perfume and
soap factory.

H. Northern Outfall Sewer:
Northern Outfall Sewer is a major
gravity sewer that runs from Wick
Lane in Hackney to Beckton
sewage treatment works, with
The Greenway (a foot & cycle
path) running along it.

F. Harper Twelvetrees Imperial
Chemical Gasworks, same site
as Bow School:
Bow School, now located at
Twelvetrees Crescent. Artist
Gayle Chong Kwan worked with
some of their pupils to develop
this guide.

I. Bywaters:
Bywaters is one of the UK’s
leading recycling and resource
management companies,
established in 1952.

Page 25

B. Historic bakers of Stratford:
Stratford and neighbouring
areas were known as an important
centre for baking and breadmaking for centuries.
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C. The House Mill:
The House Mill is a Grade I listed
mill located in a riverside location.
Originally built in 1776, on an existing
pre-Doomsday site, it is the largest
existing tidal mill in the world.

Canning Town to Cody dock
17 minutes
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Cody dock to Twelvetrees
13 minutes

J. Ailsa Street, Poplar:
This site became isolated
when the A12 road was
created in the 1960’s. Once
cut-off from the surrounding
urban infrastructure, the
site has become increasingly
occupied by scrap dealers and
other trades.

G. Abbey Mills Pumping Station:
A sewage pumping station,
nicknamed ‘the cathedral of
sewage’ due to it’s ornate
Byzantine style, designed by
engineer Joseph Bazalgette in
1868 to draw waste water from
the drains of north London.

D. East India Dock
(Goods, spice and trade):
The East India Company shipped
tea, spices and other commodities
into London in the 19th century. Near
the basin which remains, you can
find high rise developments, tranquil
water and a wildlife sanctuary.

Royal Docks to Canning Town
12 minutes
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Page 25

Page 19

East India to Canning Town
15 minutes

Twelvetrees to Three Mills
5 minutes

Three Mills to
Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park
20 minutes
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The Leaway will be a new continuous walking and cycling
route connecting Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park to the River
Thames and Royal Docks. Parts of the River Lea will be
accessible to the public for the ﬁrst time.
At a time of dramatic change in the physical make-up of
east London, Create has commissioned three Odd Guides
to navigate the important contribution the River Lea has
made to the lives of Londoners, past and present.
Artists Gayle Chong Kwan, Leigh Clarke and Dash N’ Dem
worked with teenagers living nearby to make maps and
guides to explore the River Lea.
There are two further Odd Guides in the series exploring
Trade & Industry and Dirt and the Odd Soundtrack to the
Lea will be available at the end of 2016. Find out more here:
www.createlondon.org/the-odd-guides
Find out more about the Leaway route here:
www.queenelizabetholympicpark.co.uk/leaway

