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FOREWORD:  
 

Cinderella River  
 
Any river is a compound of its own narratives, none more so than the River Lea, 
unlike the Thames for which it is one of the major tributaries, due to its multiple 
courses and the huge range of functions it has been required to perform between 
its source and where it debouches at the Thames Estuary, the Lee or Lea has 
consistently eluded stereotype. It is a particularly utilitarian watercourse, which 
as a consequence does not possess a specific genius loci to divert it from 
whatever purpose it might be called upon to serve whichever zone it may pass 
through: it enjoys a little flourish as picturesque lakes in the Capability Brown 
designed parkland of Luton Hoo, after which with immediate insouciance, it slips 
downstream into the guise of a waste water treatment plant on an industrial 
scale, whilst along its entire length it weaves into itself a complex labyrinth of 
flood mitigation measures. 
  
My initial response to the Hydrocitizenship Lee Valley case study was to try to 
get under the skin of the river and as much as possible identify uniqueness, 
common characteristics and recurrent themes in its curiously fractured journey 
to the London Thames. I have doing this in a piecemeal fashion, on the ground, 
by visiting and walking the landscape.  
 
What have I discovered? For a great many urban dwellers it is a vital but 
informal open space. Both enabling and created by the working industrial 
landscapes of East London, it has always been an unregarded Cinderella of a 
river, but is now undergoing transformation into a comprehensive wetland 
landscape of such biodiversity that it is a model for any major metropolitan 
environment in the UK let alone in Western Europe. Perhaps this is because it 
has always been a busy, marshy and inhospitable place that, since 1965, it’s post 
industrial landscape has by increments been reborn as a luminous green thread 
that now runs through densely built Stratford, Hackney, Tottenham, 
Walthamstow and Edmonton out into open waterlands of the Lea Valley 
Regional Park, delimited to the west by the mainline railway from Liverpool 
Street Station and later by the mainline north from Kings Cross and to the East 
by the Chiltern Hills all fringed by the substantial ribbon developments of 
Enfield, Waltham Forest, Cheshunt, Broxbourne, Ware and Hertford that just dip 
their toes in the water. All of these are unglamorous places that may have their 
own distinctive memories but which have become smothered by the subsequent 
explosion of dormitory land for London; finishing where it starts at perhaps the 
most unglamorous of all, Luton, where according to the pamphlet published by 
the Civic Trust in 1964, the river rises unceremoniously in Luton Sewage Works 
at Leagrave 58 miles from Leamouth on the Thames. Although the veracity of 
this claim might be doubtful it chimes well with the place it holds in the public 
imagination as the most prosaic and workaday of rivers.  
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Through visiting, talking and walking I have sought to gain insight into the 
essence of this most complex water environment. I have followed its continual 
metamorphosis from the growth of industrial East London and the spread of the 
metropolis over its satellite settlements as continuous conurbation, to the 
incremental giving back of the wetland environment to nature and for societal 
wellbeing in the late 20th and early 21st century. It includes the fillip given to the 
Lea Valley as a unique environment by the creation of the Lea Valley Regional 
Park in 1965, the construction of the Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park for 2012 and 
the inauguration of the Walthamstow Wetlands initiative to be open to the public 
in 2016/2017. 
 
Through exploring a range of locations along the length of the river, I have 
discovered that certain themes recur predicated upon access, amenity, 
conserved habitat in relation to the human environment, water quality and flood 
risk management. This is first steps in an evidential study of the continuous but 
nuanced interface between people and a water landscape and how miraculously, 
through partnerships at national, regional, local and community level, every 
effort is made to enable, reconcile and harmonise the conflicting range of 
demands inflicted upon the river and its environs.  
 
 

Simon Read 
Middlesex University 

8 June 2015 
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MAP OF THE LEE VALLEY WALK 
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WALK 1: Tidal reaches of the Lower Lee 

 
Wednesday 18th June 2014 

A walk with Graeme Evans, Ozlem Edizel and Loraine Leeson 
 

 Trinity Buoy Wharf 
 
Trinity Buoy Wharf: The walk from Canning Town, DLR Station is a little 
circuitous but this is not a surprise considering that the lower tidal Lea is pretty 
serpentine. Trinity Buoy Wharf is a busy enterprise and has made a speciality 
out of being a cultural, visitor friendly site, with plenty of tidal-themed art. It is 
however quite claustrophobic, jammed with so much idiosyncratic stuff that it is 
difficult to know where to look without distraction. This does not necessarily 
detract from the work itself, but adds up to a manic sense of place. This is 
exacerbated by the the Emirates Cable Car, the O2 Stadium, the Gormley figure 
and the Richard Wilson bit of boat all within immediate view and all contributing 
to the urban clutter of the area. The work that forms the visitor experience is all 
positive, worthy and instructive but there is simply too much of it: the Alunatime 
work responds to the phases of the moon and tidal cycles, the Tidal Sonification 
work is driven by a sensor submerged on the Thames Clipper Maintenance Pier, 
Marcus Vergette’s Tidal Bell is tucked away by the quay. 



 
 

8 

  
Thames Sonification    Faraday’s Shed 
  
It goes on: there is a shed-artwork evoking Faraday’s development of the electric 
light for the lighthouse, an upside-down plexiglass lattice lightbulb that echoes 
the light tower and much much more including a very grand lightship and the 
remains of the transom from the Thames Barge, Winfred. 
 

 
Light Bulb 
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The Bow Creek/Limmo Ecology Park is a complete contrast. It occupies the 
entire peninsula formed by a very tight meander in the lower estuary fixed by 
the engineered entrainment of its course. Given that the Docklands Light Railway 
cuts it in two over much of its length, it is a triumph of landscape management by 
the Lea Valley Parks Authority who have worked with it since 2006. 
 

  
Limmo Ecology Park and Docklands Light Railway 
 
It combines both fresh and salt/brackish vegetation as a continuous succession. 
Control is understated: a swale feature ensures tidal flow through an upper reed 
bed (phragmites) and fresh water pumped from an aquifer beneath the site feeds 
a wetland within the body of the park.  
 

 
Fence dividing tidal from non-tidal zones.    Fresh water pond. 
 
Kick-started by the parks authority, the site has evidently developed its own 
momentum and biodiversity: just in a single visit we could hear Chiff Chaff and 
Reed Warbler and see flocks of Goldfinch. 
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On the low tide reach below, Coot, Mallard, Heron mooch around the familiar low 
water urban junk whilst Cormorant stand drying their wings on the mudflats, all 
testifying to the rehabilitation of the river environment. The question arises who 
might be responsible for clearing the urban junk that at a glance is a Kim’s game 
of oil drum, fire extinguisher, steel fencing, assorted plumbing, bedstead, the 
inevitable shopping trolley and a bathtub.  
 

Low water junk  
   
Across a new bridge and down forbidden steps, there is a sign stating 
portentously “Pollution Control Valve Down Steps”. It is not clear which steps, 
but this is also where the flyover from Canning town creates a snug sheltered 
area that has become colonised by a little colony of rough sleepers. This is a 
civilised space, surprisingly well appointed and orderly. It looks like home, is 
private and intensely territorial. I am an intruder.  
 



 
 

11 

 
 
Cody Dock, just one reach upstream, has an utterly different agenda: whilst 
Trinity Buoy Wharf is unashamedly, if alternatively marketed, this is a project 
driven by an extremely proactive community group, who, although they have no 
money, are high on ideas and idealism. However they operate within an 
uncompromising context of progressive development and realise that the key to 
the promotion of their plans lies in the ability to harness institutional support 
and partnership, which they manage with tremendous ingenuity and 
determination. Two of the group happen to be ex-Middlesex Fine Art Students 
and yet another is a media technician also currently working at Middlesex. 
 

 
Cody Dock     Tug hauled out at entrance 
 
At our visit they were playing host to a large team of volunteers from Royal Sun 
Alliance who were busy erecting shuttering screens and dismantling the wharf 
safety rails preparatory to setting them further back. Simon Myers, the site 
manager talked us through the ongoing projects and the projected future, leaving 
us in no doubt that by hook or by crook and in the fullness of time there would 
be a thriving arts and residential boating community with the additional asset of 
a working dry dock set into it. The intention is to demolish the concrete bulwark 
across the dock entrance, reinstate the lock gates to facilitate the mooring facility 
after which the expectation is that it would become an amenity and eventually 
self fund. There are plans afoot for an enhanced ecologically rich footpath link 
along the river towards Bromley by Bow and a much heralded sculpture trail; 
both of these have a significant input from Cody, aka Gasworks Dock, All of this 
can only happen through a heady mix of optimism, opportunism and persuasion. 
Already new alliances have been forged with organisations such as The Friends 
of the Leeway Group to restore and enhance the “Fatwalk”, a term coined for the 
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breadth of the walkway rather than the breadth of its walkers and Thames 21, a 
volunteer group committed to the integrity of the Thames and River Lee riparian 
environment. 
 
Our next call, just below the Olympic Park was Three Mills at Bromley by Bow.  
 

 
Three Mills 
 
This is a conserved site owned by the River Lea Tidal Mill Trust and although it 
has had a chequered career, falling into disrepair, bombed in WW2 and partially 
restored, it is a convincing I9th century group of buildings, a part of which is 
sufficiently intact to be Grade 1 listed. This is another community driven 
enterprise but aided and abetted by its obvious heritage value. As a part of the 
rehabilitation of the site for the Olympics, the Three Mills Lock on the Prescott 
Channel coupled with the Three Mills River Weir were constructed. In the 
fullness of time, this could facilitate the reinstatement of a functioning mill, 
further enhancing its value as a visitor destination. 
 

 
Sluice Prescott Channel          Prescott Channel 
 
Its current attraction relies upon its value as a relic of our industrial heritage, an 
intimate backwater that softens the brutality of functional tideway and 
introduces a slower pace contrast to the frenetic busyness of the freeway at 
Bromley by Bow.  
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Reflections: 
These sites afford insight into four particular ways in which the public are 
invited to engage with a river environment. Trinity Buoy Wharf is welcoming 
and alternative but is aggressively managed both as a visitor destination and a 
fashionable place to run a business or to hold events. Although the intention is 
light-touch, it is emphatically in business.  
 
Bow Creek Ecology Park is an unlikely oasis; a small piece of biodiversity 
although a stones-throw from a frantic urban intersection and bisected by the 
Dockland Light Railway. It is skilfully but discretely managed as a small park 
with safe amenities such as pond dipping for school parties and clubs. Possibly 
due to careful management by Lea Valley Parks Authority, it has not yet turned 
into another kind of social/antisocial space and rubbished. Paradoxically it has 
hidden corners that shelter other life forms, that of the dispossessed for example. 
Cody Dock is an exemplar of what can be done with intelligence and commitment 
to social ideals and can only work if endorsed by the community. The aim is that 
it should ultimately be considered a community asset and is a model for how 
inner city environments could be. 
 
Three Mills is much more inherently a part of the local landscape, although once 
again the key to its success is the willingness enthusiasm of volunteers to run it 
and devise a strategy to ensure its continued rehabilitation. 
 

 
Duckweed Prescott Channel 
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WALK 2: Olympic Park 

Wednesday 25th June 2014 
A walk with Graeme Evans, Ozlem Edizel and Loraine Leeson 

 
In order to establish continuity with the visit to sites on the tidal section, I 
started this visit by walking to the Olympic Park from Bromley by Bow Station 
via the watercourses. This was not to be easy; although slowing the pace was 
immediately pleasurable entering the green low tide silence of Three Mills; this 
was soon to become complex and frustrating.  
 

 
No Entry     Dismantled Boom and sewer pipes 
 
Reassured now and again by recurrent views of the Kapoor tower, I repeatedly 
found the way barred by construction sites and bypasses, so baffled from the 
beginning, I entered the park a very long way from our rendezvous at the Timber 
Lodge in the ecological wetland area.  
 

 
Wildflower planting    
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This is a contradictory landscape, constructed to contain crowds but with a sense 
of intimacy designed into it. It is yet a young landscape and maybe, as opposed to 
the more formal areas, the ecological zone has yet to grow into itself to discover 
its own balance.  This is dingly dell land, a pastoral echo of Danny Boyle’s 
heritage vision of England.  
 

 
Artificial Mere             Wetland 
 
But nature is nothing if not opportunistic and with discreet management, the 
native English planting in the ponds and meres has become rapidly colonised by 
fauna indigenous to the wetlands of the Lee Valley. Due to the absence of fish, the 
idea of an Otter Holt is fanciful, but Coot and Moorhen are successfully breeding, 
insulated from their natural predators such as Pike, they afford an illusion of 
untrammelled nature. Indeed, in their own sweet way, they contribute to the 
continuity of the wildlife corridor of the Lea Valley. 
 

  
Family Coot 
 
The park was built to accommodate crowds and therefore has huge open 
thoroughfares and gathering spaces that are now for the greater part oddly 
desolate, animated only by chattering crocodiles of schoolchildren in hazard 
jackets. But also with their semi hard surfaces and open vistas, they appear alien, 
generous and exotic in a curiously Parisian way. The landscape itself is a 
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celebration of a people, its aspirations and the Olympic ideal; it is a fantasy film 
set and a far cry from super retail in adjacent Westfield. 
 

.  
Panoramic views of the Olympic stadium 
 
Although the waterways that girdle the site are highly regulated elaborations of 
what was already there, they afford a lower level reflective retreat from the 
milling crowds when they are in spate, elevated above the whisper of a flood. 
The graded banks that drop to the watercourse may well in engineering terms 
provide flood resilience to the site, but in the meantime they are an opportunity 
to participate in the landscape on another different level. 
 

 
Lower landscapes 
 
Exiting the site via the Greenway, on the top of Bazalgette’s huge sewer tunnels, 
there is the “View Tube” at one end overlooking the site and regular concrete 
blocks with ordinance datum heights cast into them that reference the huge and 
smelly engineering triumph running directly beneath our feet. 
 

  
AOD marker             Pillbox on the main sewer  
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Drop down from here and you are in Victorian factory land of Hackney Wick 
where a distinct urban bohemianism rubs shoulders with high-end studio 
facilities: Bridget Riley has her studio here. Emerging from Dace Road on to the 
junction of the River Lee Navigation and the old River Lee, we are on a towpath 
that runs beside the Olympic Park and overlooks Fish Island.  
 

 
Barge at Old Ford Lock 
 
Formans, the fish smokery and restaurant stand prominent on the opposite 
bank. Alongside of it there is Stour Space, a smaller homespun restaurant and 
studio complex with a floating plein air eatery moored alongside, boats saunter 
past at eyelevel, don’t take your keys out of your pocket and keep your eye on 
your mobile phone, they are sure to drop between the boards and be lost forever. 
The walk back via the Olympic Park to Stratford is desultory ending in the 
grotesque anti climax of Westfield Shopping Centre, which admittedly is the 
main attraction for many visitors. 
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Reflections: 
The whole area of the park is redolent of the principle of control, opening it up 
might go some way to adjusting this and it is unclear whether ultimately it will 
be able to be closed off at all. This will have major implications for its 
management especially for those areas that are sensitively planted and 
controlled and therefore easily trashed. The principle of different levels of 
accessibility through the management strategy as exercised in other parts of the 
Lee Valley could be a solution in a way that the park regulates itself.  
 
The expectation of accommodating very large crowds comfortably is a major 
aspect of the design of the park just as is water control in an area that could be 
prone to flooding either from tidal action or from the Lee River in spate. There is 
too much valuable infrastructure on the site to permit even a hint of risk. At this 
point the decorative, playful aspects of the design are distractions from its 
underlying purpose. 
 

      
Crayons    



 
 

19 

WALK 3: Walthamstow Wetlands 

 

 
 

Background 
 
This is a reflection upon our discussions over Hydrocitizenship involvement with 
the Walthamstow Wetland project and whether there is scope to make any 
material contribution. 
 
The core of the Walthamstow Wetlands project is to open up the reservoirs 
immediately to the South of Forest Road, Tottenham Hale as a public park. These 
are Reservoirs 1-5, East Warwick and West Warwick. All of the reservoirs 
including those to the North of Forest Road are owned and operated by Thames 
Water, whilst London Wildlife Trust will take over the responsibility for 
managing the public amenity.  London Borough of Waltham Forest is the major 
partner and fund holder for the project, since the project is contiguous to and an 
extension of their interests, Lee Valley Regional Park Authority have a strong 
involvement with its development whilst Environment Agency and Natural 
England are certain to have both overview and an advisory role. 
 
There will be future changes in governance of the site via water supply 
companies away from exclusive control by Thames Water. Inevitably this will 
necessitate re-assimilation of the customer/consumer relationship. 
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The site will continue to have strategic importance as a water supply for London 
and therefore public access and the range of permissible activities will be strictly 
controlled. There are two decommissioned buildings of considerable  
 

 
Marine Engine House        Decommissioned pumping apparatus 
 
architectural merit on the site: The Marine Engine House and Copper Mill of 
which, the Marine Engine House will become the visitors centre and education 
facility whilst the Coppermill is likely to be restricted access but with a viewing 
platform installed in the tower. 
 
The aims of the Hydrocitizenship research project and that of the new Wetland 

Park coincide in the ambition to raise 
public awareness of water as both 
amenity and hazard. Although the site will 
remain fully operational, it’s biodiversity 
will be enhanced through increasing the 
range of habitats by redistribution and 
concentration of accumulated sediments 
to create substantial reedbeds, in 
particular within the older excavated 
reservoirs 1-5.  This will enhance the 
natural capital of the Lea Valley by 
contributing valuable nesting, roosting 

and feeding areas for both resident and seasonal migratory wildfowl and will 
bolster the continuity of a habitat corridor that reaches well into inner city via 
the New River to the East and West Reservoirs at Stoke Newington. As an 
amenity this will open up substantial areas of standing water that have been off-
limits for over a century. 
 
The basis for this text is informed by a meeting at Thames Water Headquarters 
with Kirsty Halford, Visitor Experience Manager, 18th November 2014 and two 
meetings: October 2014 and 26 March 2015 with Dave Mooney, London Wildlife 
Trust, who manages Woodberry Wetlands and the Walthamstow Wetlands. 
project. This is augmented by reference to the Walthamstow Reservoirs 
Feasibility Study by Chris Blandford Associates and other reference material. 
 
 
 

The Coppermill 



 
 

21 

Public resource:  
 
Education: By providing public access to the Walthamstow Reservoirs, Thames 
Water is enabling a greater understanding of our relationship to water utilities 
through times both of plenty and scarcity. Through the visitor experience, it will 
shed light upon our daily use of water as an essential amenity that must be 
carefully safeguarded, not only in the interests of supply but also in terms of 
public health. As London continues to grow its consumption of water resources 
will increase to the extent that without strategic thinking, consumption could 
outstrip supply. In this respect, it is timely that communities should be brought 
into a greater awareness of the careful husbandry necessary to ensure our water 
supply into the future.  
 
Until recently, in the interests of public health and safety and the security and 
consistency of supply, it has been expedient to limit public access to all except 
licensed fishing groups. Due to this, water supply has been taken for granted as 
provided by a benign authority and scant regard given to where it is drawn from 
and how it reaches our taps. In times beset by alternate seasonal scarcity and 
flood, it is vital to raise the level of awareness of natural resources, that these are 
not consistent, and that in order to regulate supply a balance must be achieved 
with the systems in order to achieve the many demands that are imposed upon it 
by contemporary lifestyles. 
 
Although for operational reasons the area cannot be made universally accessible, 
the areas open to the public will serve a great many purposes apart from a 
heightened awareness of the logistics of managing a water utility for a 
metropolis. 
  
Wetland Habitat: the importance of the wetland habitat will be greatly 
enhanced by working with the landscapes wherever possible to provide the 
range of shelter and feeding zones suitable for as wide a range of waterfowl as 
feasible without compromising the essential function of a secure water supply. 
This will mean that certain conservation measures will be put in place to allow a 
range of public access from year round to seasonal and to total exclusion. In 
doing so the aim is to increase the potential for a wider range of seasonal visitors 
and resident bird populations. This will become a major conservation exercise 

and a balancing act between the benefits 
of a wetland zone that becomes a major 
link in a chain of habitats across London 
and the need to safeguard the integrity of 
the water supply.  
 
London Borough of Waltham Forest has 
awarded the contract for the habitat 
design to an engineering partnership 
that, although with no track record in 

environmental engineering, will work 
directly with the London Wildlife team. Due to the importance of the site as a 
strategic water resource, works carried out must be robust, sustainable and of a 
high engineering standard.  The principle works will be resilient structures that 

Pink Foot Geese 



 
 

22 

will be back-filled using silt recycled from the bed of the reservoirs and planted 
with reeds Phragmites to create complex shallows channels and islands. 
Although not dissimilar in principle to the work currently being undertaken at 
the Woodberry Nature Reserve at the East Reservoir, Stoke Newington, also 
managed by London Wildlife Trust, due to discrepancy in scale it cannot have the 
same degree of intimacy. The operational responsibility for the habitat resides 
with London Wildlife Trust who will also adopt the responsibility for 
conservation and crucially the interface with the public by developing a 
programme of conservation related recreation and education, for which a new 
officer post has been created to coordinate. 
 
Angling: reservoirs 1, 2 and 3 are stocked with coarse fish whilst 4 and 5 have 
Trout. Angling is permitted subject to an Environment Agency Rod License and is 
strictly regulated by Thames Water. East Warwick Reservoir is a fly fishing 
reservoir and is fished by members of the Walthamstow Fly Fishing Club. It is 
anticipated that the arrangements enjoyed by the fishing community will 
continue as before after the site has been opened to the public. The reservoirs 
have been fished for generations and Thames Water appreciates the 
proprietorial interest that the fishing community take in the wellbeing of the 
amenity. 
 
Cycle route: a north-south cycle route is planned between Black Horse Lane and 
Tottenham Hale but the emphasis will remain upon recreational usage rather 
than as a thoroughfare. The path will be closed when the entire site is at dusk. As 
of 26th March 2015, the funding, £250,000 has been secured from the Mayor’s 
Green Fund for the cycle link to the East Reservoir Nature Reserve at Woodberry 
Down, Stoke Newington.  
 
Constraints: 
 
Since the reservoirs will remain 
operational as a major water supply 
for London, there will be certain 
priorities that will inevitably limit 
both public access and the nature of 
activities that can be conducted on 
site. The constraints upon access are: 
 
Water security: together the 
reservoirs play a strategic role in 
supplying London’s drinking water. This is obviously a priority and any initiative 
such as opening them up to the public must not compromise their fundamental 
function. This will impact not only upon the policy for public access, but also 
upon the range of permissible activities in, on, or around the reservoirs. 

 
Thames Water is understandably cautious over the range of freedoms that it can 
allow the visiting public and therefore is inclined to strictly limit access to 
pathways and visitor areas within the site. 

 

Entrance to the Low Maynard Reservoir 
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Public Health and Safety: operational reservoirs appear to be like placid lakes, 
however the reality is entirely the opposite: because, unlike a lake there is 
constant exchange of water which generates strong sub-surface currents and 
ensures that the water never develops stratification and is consequently always 
cold. Reservoirs are engineered to securely hold huge volumes of water; they can 
be extremely deep and if entered, are not always easy to get out of. 
 
Habitat: there will be specific locations and times of the year where and when 
access will be limited in order to avoid disturbance, particularly during the 
breeding season for waterfowl. This will also restrict the kinds of public 
activities permissible within the site. 
 
Potential questions to explore: 
 
Wildlife amenity: since the design of the site is in the hands of the contracted 
landscape engineer, any potential for intervention such as in the form of 
boardwalks, floating islands or planting is unlikely to be entertained. Even if this 
did develop as a discussion, there is unlikely to be any available funding to carry 
out works that would certainly be beyond the scope of the Hydrocitizenship 
partnership.  
 
Articulating the function of a water amenity: Echoing the functions of the 
body and a domestic structure: supply- consume-and passing as waste, grey and 
black (possibly to recycle). 
 
Water Audit: making visible the invisible, diurnal, weekly, seasonal rythms of 
consumption. Turnover. Periodic fluctuation both in supply and demand will 
yield data, algorithms that could prove the basis for interactive works for the 
visitor resource. 
 
Specific identity of the water in a reservoir: apparently still but always 
moving, creating specific types of turbulence and due to the lack of temperature 
stratification, is always cold.  
 
Vital to enhance the public understanding of the value of water: This is a 
complex question and one that may not be directly addressed by single bright 
ideas. But could again be explored in terms of equivalence in the visitor resource 
centre. Certainly the processes water has to go through before it comes out of the 
tap. Making tangible (daily human use). 
 
All of the above rely on a willing host. In this instance a programme is already in 
the process of development, which makes it unlikely that an external partnership 
such as Hydrocitizenship could contribute on an instrumental level. This leaves 
us with the question: What can we offer that has not already been accounted for? 
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Visit to Walthamstow Reservoirs and Woodberry Nature Reserve with 
Dave Mooney: 26 March 2015 
 
This visit permitted a comparative discussion about progress at the 
Walthamstow Wetland site and the approach to Woodberry Wetland Nature 
Reserve at the East Reservoir at Stoke Newington.  
 
Since our initial visit in October 2014 a great deal of clearing up and landscaping 
has been carried out at the Walthamstow Reservoirs. In particular, Network Rail 
have now completed works upon the viaduct that passes over the top end of the 
site and have made good and re-landscaped the area around it. The cycle path  
 

 
Construction site for Network Rail            Site cleared after completion of work 
 
that connects Ferry Road to Blackhorse Lane is well in progress. Apart from the 
welcome news that there would be funding for a cycle route to the other London 
Wildlife Trust site at Woodberry Nature reserve, major work upon the site is yet 
to be implemented. 
 
The East and West Reservoirs, Stoke Newington: 
 

 
Rubbish grab on the New River            Sluice feeding the East Reservoir 
 
In the 1980’s Thames Water handed over the West Reservoir to Hackney 
Borough Council and it no longer became an operational site but is leased to 
Greenwich (‘Better’) Leisure as a water sports/outdoor swimming activity 
centre. The East Reservoir is still maintained as an operational reservoir 
continuing to be supplied by the New River, whilst also fulfilling the role of 
nature reserve. The site of the original filter beds has been given over to housing, 
but the water is pumped to the Coppermill Treatment Works at Walthamstow. 
Both Reservoirs and the New River that still supplies them are classified as being 
of Metropolitan Importance for Nature Conservation. 
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Woodberry Nature Reserve in Stoke Newington is a work in progress; it is a 
much more modest operation and as such will be very much an intimate visitor 
experience. Enabled by the funding for landscaping work of £120,000, the 
project is to redeploy the accumulation of silt in the bed of the reservoir to create 
a complex system of reedbeds and sheltered areas for waterfowl. The project is 
to create enclosed areas using pilings and brushwood bundles and silt curtain 
material and back fill them with silt dredged up on site. Due to the relatively 
small scale of the project, it has been possible to design and manage it in-house 
and conduct all of the work using one contractor, ‘Salix’, who have extensive 
experience in wetland remediation projects. As a consequence, this project is 
progressing well and should be open to the public in Summer 2015. 
 
This reserve has already been operating in a low-key fashion through support of 
London Wildlife Trust and Hackney Borough Council and therefore has already 
established a rich biodiversity. Acknowledged as a stopping off point for 
migratory bird communities it boasts an impressive list of species both resident 
and visiting: 
 

 
East Reservoir, Stoke Newington              Habitat creation works in progress 
 
Apart from the normal species that one would expect in a suburban environment 
such as songbirds there are some that are particular to water environments that 
are worth mentioning such as Reed Bunting, Little Egret, Mallard, Tufted Duck, 
Pochard, Mute Swan, Greylag, Pinkfoot and Canada Geese. 
 
Seasonal visitors include: wintering wildfowl such as Wigeon, Scaup, Shoveller 
and Gadwall. In the Summer, Reed Warbler, Sedge Warbler, Cetti’s Warbler, Chiff 
Chaff, Little Ringed Plover, Swift, Swallow and House Martin are all regular 
visitors. 
 
Occasional vagrants include Water Rail and the Bittern. 
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WALK 4: Tottenham Hale to Walthamstow 

Marshes via Lee Navigation 
 

Tuesday 15th July 2014 
 
Starting at Tottenham Hale Underground Station, via a labyrinth of service roads, 
main roads and overpasses, the river was not easy to find, following the signs to 
Lea Valley Park and after a number of dead ends and diversions, I found myself 
in Clendish Marsh. This is an area of scrub dissected by a network of managed 
pathways, which sets the tone for the other marshland explored during the day, 
where degrees of impenetrability ensure a balance between habitat and public 
access. 
  

Hale Allotments          Clendish Park 
 
To one side is the long standing and obviously very much cared for Hale 
Allotment. The same tenants have held many of the plots over generations, with 
the result that they are not only beautifully kept but they boast mature orchards 
and a very mature vine. This stands in marked contrast to the immediately 
adjacent open public parkland, which is characterized by a diametrically 
opposite strategy, to allow native species to do their own thing and fight it out 
amongst themselves. As a result the landscape is an anarchic succession of 
common land vegetation, with clumps of impenetrable bramble and festooned 
with a blanket of flowering bindweed.  
 
It would be interesting to gain insight into the management regime, and the 
degree to which the strategy is to hold these sites in a state of perpetual limbo or 
whether there is the acceptance succession will happen and that other pioneer 
species typical of this kind of land will be allowed to establish, such as Silver 
Birch and Sycamore. 
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Walking from Clendish Park to Ferry 
Lane, the path runs between the 
allotments on one side and a fenced off 
concrete drain channel on the other, 
beyond which is the Lea Valley 
Navigation lined by a live-aboard 
community with its own haphazard 
anarchic lifestyle.  
 

 
The vessels are for the greater part, retired working boats roofed over and 
managed very individualistically, usually with the emphasis upon what keeps the 
weather out rather than any attention to consistency in appearance. When boats 
are not used, they rapidly degrade to the state of sheds on the water, which 
nonetheless betray a reassuring sense of independence and individuality. 
Beyond the moorings rises the steep bank of Lockwood Reservoir, giving the 
illusion of seclusion and enclosure.  

 
The riverside path downstream from 
Tottenham Lock is very well used and 
reasonably well managed, apart from 
the public benches, where the obvious 
solution to rubbish disposal is a deft 
toss over the shoulder. As a result these 
sites are marked by a concentration of 
crap that evidently is never cleared up.  
 

 
Across the river, beneath Warwick 
Reservoir, is a Swannery, with a few 
insouciant geese hanging out with 
them. Some swans are very busy 
picking up waterweed and dropping it 
to accumulate enough to achieve 
sufficient elevation above water level 
to establish a nest. Others just hang 
around and preen. Above them is an 
impressive canopy of Giant Hogweed, 
rearing up to about 4-5 metres. 
 
Right beside the river path is a tiny, wonky cabin cruiser covered in rubbish and 
old furniture. It appears to be derelict, but looking closer, by the cabin door a 
slogan is sprayed “Coz I like it” glimpsed through the window, a young 
overweight man crouches shirtless in the cabin. 
 
Walthamstow Marshes, is an established public accessible park, evidently it 
already has a specific management strategy well-tuned to the particular 
biodiversity coupled with the immediate proximity of a populous urban 
environment with all the attendant wear and tear that brings with it including 
footfall at all states of weather and season. This is due to become a designated  
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urban wetland, however it is already well established with a management 
regime including the rotation of Belted Galloway Cattle to keep vegetation at a 
manageable level whilst enhancing its biodiversity.  
 
These wetlands continue to be a subject of intense study. As an unimproved wet  

 
grassland the flora is very diverse, particularly in respect of the urban location. 
Just in one short visit, there is tremendous diversity, from the ubiquitous 
bramble, Couch and Clover to Vetch, Bindweed, Dock, Cowparsley in the 
meadowland whilst out in the wet are tall stands of Phragmites and in the 
ditches, well-established clumps of Bullrush. Tree growth, both opportunist and 
intended ranges from Birch to Ash and Willow, Alder and Poplar. 
 
Looking up and listening out, this is a busy place, criss-crossed by train lines and 
cable pylons. The London Eye can easily be seen from here. 
 

 
 
The sounds, a medley of trains, traffic, sirens, aeroplanes and birdsong. 
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WALK 5: Broxbourne to Tottenham 

 
Wednesday 28th May 2014 

 
An overcast day, drizzling slightly: the intention was to walk from Broxbourne to 
Ware but due to the labyrinth of footpaths, car parks and watercourses, it turned 
out otherwise and it was only when I realised that the railway was still to my 
right did I discover that I was walking South along the River Lee Navigation 
rather than North.  
 

 
Footbridge at Broxbourne 
 
This scarcely mattered since I have so far not walked at all in the Lee Valley so 
going in an alternative direction would be equally valuable. It became 
immediately apparent how complex the landscape is due to the huge range of 
functions it has had and presently still does have. This means that there are some 
areas that have a specific purpose and therefore are more or less accessible than 
others. Biodiversity and wilderness are secured through degrees of wetness and 
the impenetrability of the undergrowth with the effect that distinct zones have 
developed catering for a range of usage.  
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Dense wetland undergrowth          Managed public meadowland 
 

 
Orchid walk            Den 
 
The Lee Valley is unique in that it lends itself to being a richly biodiverse wetland 
through the historic legacy of an intensively industrial usage. The complex 
heritage of water utilisation informs the current landscape character where 
navigable watercourse, gravel pit, reservoir, drain, sewerage and waste 
management, flood control facility, leisure amenity and habitat sit in very close 
proximity and are now homogenised as continuous wetland, where the only 
water bodies that are secure from public access are the major reservoirs. 
 
This will reward some further fact-finding to establish the logistics of control and 
function that the water asset is put to. 
 
The decision to make a linear walk meant that although there was plenty to 
observe, the complexity of place could only be touched upon through small 
diversions down random footpaths. This leads me to the conclusion that unlike 
other national trails such as the Thames Path, this is a different environment that 
invites random and serendipitous discovery. Once on the towpath, the rich 
biodiversity of the place became immediately apparent: I could hear a Cuckoo 
calling, Reed Warbler and Chiff Chaff in the wet woodland, Green Woodpecker 
laughing in the distance, a Barn Owl quartering a meadow near Cheshunt. 
Common Tern patrol the length of the river, sleek Cormorant dive on fish and 
dry their wings on the opposite bank, Grey Lag Geese and all the other more 
usual waterfowl such as Coot, Moorhen, Mallard and Swan are in abundance. All 
of this is within the first half hour from Broxbourne Station without any 
searching. 
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Grey Lag and traffic cone            Coot and Crayfish 
 
At a lock near Broxbourne, I spot a trail of bubbles breaking the surface and a 
Coot surfaces with a Fresh Water Crayfish in its beak. This was a surprise to me 
since I had never before considered Coot to be a predatory species, but they are 
known opportunists, unlike the lugubrious and purposeful Heron flying over. 
The struggle with the Crayfish was prolonged, dropped and dived on again and 
again until it was in small enough pieces to be consumed. 
 
It is encouraging that the geomorphology of the Lee Valley does not make it 
feasible to be given over entirely to a leisure amenity, with the effect that it is   
feasible to walk directly into a wetland landscape from close to the centre of 
London and in spite of the concentration of urban infrastructure such as road, 
rail, electricity, water supply and drainage, it affords a level of tranquillity that 
could be anywhere.  
 
On Cheshunt Marsh is the White Water Centre an incongruous intrusion courtesy 
of the Olympics; a chicane of water pumped and gravity fed through plastic 
baffles and overfalls gives an insight into a water dynamic belonging to an utterly 
alien topography. 
 

  
Whitewater Centre                                     Mixed woodland, Athletics Centre 
 
In relation to the underplayed and modest mixture of urban and gentle green 
landscape, this is an exotic intrusion, the only equal in elevation to the King 
George and William Girling Reservoirs a few miles downstream. It feels and 
looks like a wet ski run with overhead wires and guide rods, although utterly 
artificial, water is water and it always holds the same fascination. Here the wave-
forms are clean and perfect the eddies and overfalls, remote from their untidy 
mountain relatives are geometrically pure. I guess this means that competition 
must be more readily computable, predicated so far as water will allow, upon 
predictability. 
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Closing in on London the presence of the urban community and industrial 
hinterland becomes insistent and the watercourse more drab. 
 

  
 Derelict industrial site                      Disused loading bay 
 
However some effort has been made to soften the steel sheet pile banks with 
floating planters chained to the side attracting random river growth such as 
Yellow Flag Iris, watercress or even luxuriant elder bushes. The aim of this, I 
presume is to introduce an element of biodiversity that does not interfere with 
the flood risk management role of the watercourse. It is not until I climb up to 
the nightmarishly busy road complex and retail park at Tottenham do I realise 
the extraordinary contrast with the green world that I have just left. 
 

 
Housing and floating planters                   Floating planters, Flag Iris 
 
Some further reflection: 
The railway acts as a natural dividing line between the settlement and the 
wetland. This probably mirrors the purpose that the wetland historically served: 
once it was canalised, the River Lee Navigation became a safe and reliable means 
of carrying freight, especially where this was of a delicate, volatile and explosive 
nature such as from the ordnance factories in the valley. Much of the sand and 
gravel for building London was extracted here and of course was transported by 
water. The New River was cut to bring fresh drinking water right into central 
London during the 17th century, ending up feeding the East and West reservoirs 
near Manor House. Historically the Lee Valley was very busy and it is now a 
triumph that a post-industrial landscape such as this should become a viable 
wilderness. Like any other industrial environment, it directly promoted the 
development of working communities on its periphery and also a transport 
infrastructure that would in due course exploit the valley as a corridor to the rest 
of the region and beyond. The balance between community and its hinterland 
was always there except now the community is no longer dependent upon the 
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immediate environment for its sustenance and is predominately focused upon 
the metropolis for its raison d’etre. 
 
The Valley has passed through several ages and is now entering another that 
paradoxically owes a great deal to its time as a polluted wasteland and is now 
beginning to realise its potential as a model of how urban societies can live in 
harmony with nature without turning it into municipal parkland. 
 
The Lower Lee Valley supplies water to London via a complex of massive 
reservoirs; it is also a flood plain and therefore must be managed. It has 
substantial areas of standing water in the form of redundant gravel pits. These in 
turn are both habitat and leisure amenity. The Lee Valley Navigation, at present 
is for the greater part a leisure amenity whilst other watercourses still serve the 
purpose of water supply and drain. All of these complex relationships need to be 
further researched to gain an insight into the valley as a holistic system. 
 

 
Narrowboat mooring    Hire boat centre at Broxbourne 
 
The landscape could be considered to be a meeting of indifference and intention, 
where its management happens in a zone of necessity beyond public opinion but 
responded to by the public and used subjectively in a way that in turn influences 
the management strategy. 

 
   
                                          
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
      

 Herts Young Mariners Base                                                           Frisbee Discatcher 
 
As a strategy for research I am convinced that the Lee Valley cannot be 
satisfactorily encompassed by just walking: it will be necessary to pick up 
themes and particular complexes and decode them before gaining insight into a 
sense of community knowledge and ownership of place. 
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                                                            Abject armchair 
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WALK 6: Ware to Broxbourne 

 
Friday 25th July 2014 

 
This promises to be an uncomfortably hot day, predicting up to 30C in Central 
London, so suitably prepared with light clothes and a straw hat, I board the train 
to Ware at Liverpool Street. 
 
Down on the towing path at Ware, the riverside houses and apartment blocks are 
definitely upmarket a great number of which have their own private river 
frontage, so plenty of lifestyle on show.  
 

 
Riverfront housing at Ware 
 
At the end of the first reach there is a footbridge and weir leading to a back 
channel that connects with the River Ash and eventually feeds into Stanstead Mill 
Stream.  
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Both stream and pathway are very overgrown, the stream is heavily encroached 
upon by vegetation, in particular by Himalayan Balsam, which threatens to choke 
it. The pathway is not a thoroughfare and only stays barely passable as an access 
to fishing sites leased to the Ware Angling Club on the adjacent flooded gravel 
digging. Although coarse fishing rules apply, there are no restrictions to fishing 
the small back channel where I meet two teenagers who tell me that since early 
that morning, they had caught two 3lb Trout and a 4lb Pike, all of which they had 
dutifully returned to the water. 
 

Himalayan Balsam, Stanstead Stream        Poplar Grove, Stanstead Stream 
   
Between them the stream and the Lee Valley Navigation enclose an overgrown 
island of flooded gravel 
diggings and huge mature 
stands of Poplar. Amwell 
Nature Reserve occupies one 
complex of flooded diggings 
and is home to a project to 
encourage re-colonisation of 
the valley by native Water Vole. 
The diggings were unpopular 
in the past as a profligate waste 
of extremely fertile Brick Earth 
topsoil that formed the basis 
for the market gardening 
industry in the Lea Valley; however now they are valued as the core of a 
biodiverse wetland corridor that reaches right into Metropolitan London. As the 
land rises from the gravel beds and alluvial clays of the valley bottom, it gives 
way to undulating chalk upland, now largely devoted to arable production. At the 
time of this visit, the view up from the river is of lush wheat land.  
 
This detour is a short respite from a monoscape of graveled towpath, canalized 
riverbank, which the Lee Valley Navigation barely flows by. The immediate 
wetland of the river corridor, is intimate because the bordering vegetation and 
tree growth is so lush in Summer that there are few prospects of a landscape 
beyond its confines beyond those that follow the line of the watercourse. This 
creates an intimate linear society where ways of life reflect or take advantage of 
the water environment within which the boating community has a prominent 
place. 
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Along the towpath, there are sporadic narrowboats moored up or on the move. 
Whilst some moorings are emphatically for the brief stop over, others have dug 
themselves in; Some of these boats are utterly dilapidated with junk piled high 
on the cabin top and green mould taking over the folksy paintwork whilst others 
are obviously cared for. Those with the owner out on the day job are quiet and 
padlocked but have trustingly left valuable equipment such as generating sets 
and bicycles out on deck. This is a community of sorts and there is a strong sense 
of interdependence, they look out for each other. Parts of the riverbank have 
become cluttered by boatowner’s property; bicycles, motorbikes, cars, plastic 
crates and even the odd clotheslines on cleared patches of grass beside the 
towpath. There is a blurred distinction between ownership and vagrancy. 
 

 
Dilapidated Narrowboats 
 
 Why is a solitary boat moored up in such an unsympathetic place as beneath the 
busy A414 flyover bridge? It could be that the responsibility for the land and 
riverbank beneath the bridge 
falls between authorities with 
the effect that the owner of the 
vessel is able to take advantage 
of the legal vagaries to 
establish temporary tenure. It 
could be that it is dry and has a 
sense of enclosure. Otherwise 
there is little else to 
recommend it, the fenced off 
undercroft is a dingy gravel 
landscape that tapers to 
nothing. The rumble of the 
traffic above is constant and echoes eerily. Maybe, like the internal workings of a 
strange host it is comforting. The boat floats in limbo, peripheral but 
nonetheless, secure and contained.  
  
This privilege is shared with those other opportunists who hang around: the kids 
who possess the concrete pillars with graffiti and today a man with a bicycle, 
sitting on the river wall, his back to the river, gazes absently into the gloomy 
recesses under the bridge. It is apparently neutral territory, semi-enclosed and 
clandestine, perhaps this has an affect upon behavior; people dump stuff. Just 
across the river there is something ruined, indefinable, not nasty but mysterious, 



 
 

38 

it could be a wrecked and disintegrating boat or it could be an article of 
furniture, maybe both; junk attracts junk. 
 

 
Understorey 
 
Continuing downstream, the heat of the day has become oppressive, a 
thunderhead is gathering and there is distant bass rumbling, distinct from the 
constant roar of jets overhead on the approach to Stanstead. The abundant 
vegetation on the bank adds to a sense of claustrophobia, unseasonably ripe 
blackberries hang unpicked in the hedge. 
 
Approaching Rye House, the numbers of holidaying narrowboats increase; one 
hire company with a flotilla of foolproof craft has named them after characters in 
‘The Wind in the Willows’: Mr Mole has just emerged from the lock with a party 
on board, the ladies in the bow, all pink and white with sunglasses, whilst the 
men congregate aft at the business end. The delegated skipper is identifiable by 
the sailor hat stacked on top of his Panama. They are having such a jolly time 
playing the part, expecting to be photographed, they all turn towards me 
grinning broadly and salute as they pass. The ladies just look quizzical. 
Boat Party 
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At Rye House there is a river crossing and a tempting escape route via the 
railway station, but across the bridge there is an equally tempting pub called, 
unsurprisingly, “The Rye House” this however is not the original Rye House, 
which is or rather was straight across the road where a beautifully conserved 
medieval gatehouse is all that survives of a moated and fortified manor house 
dating from the 15th century. The pub is much newer, built in the 1600’s as ‘The 
Kings Arms’, it only adopted the 
name once the original Rye House 
had become a memory. Aside from 
the odd bit of Victoriana, its 
frontage is dominated by a pair of 
Jacobean curved bay casement 
windows taking up the entire two 
storeys of the building either side 
of the main entrance. 
 
 
 
The original Rye House has had a chequered history: the land was granted to one 
Andres Pederson in 1433 for his services during Hundred Years War, 
subsequently it became the home of the Parr family between 1515 and 1531, 
Catherine Parr, Henry VIII’s final wife lived there as a child.  In 1683 it was 
occupied by Richard Rumbold, one of the conspirators in what became known as 

the Rye House Plot to unseat James II, 
for which he was duly executed in 
Edinburgh in 1685 after an abortive 
invasion from the North led by 
Arhibald Campbell, 9th Earl of Argyll 
and from the South by James Scott, 
Duke of Monmouth. The house 
gradually disintegrated over the 
intervening centuries to become as it 
is now, according to LVPA’s own 
guide: an exquisite fragment of 15th 
century “bling” 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Rye House Gatehouse 
 
Little else has happened of note there except perhaps, between 1870 and 1920, 
when it was included in a pleasure park on the site, it housed the Great Bed of 
Ware. Maybe this is fanciful but the shift from privilege to proletarianism 
signaled by the Pleasure Park at Rye House, led directly to the erection of a 
Greyhound stadium on the site in 1930’s, which eventually became the 
Speedway and Go-Kart stadium that it is today. Perhaps this is what is behind the 
comment on www.tripadviser for the Rye House pub “ Big family pub frequented 

http://www.tripadviser/
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by local pikeys. What can I say? Don’t leave any valuables in the car, which is 
parked out of sight of the pub! Can be “lively”.” 
 
The Go-Kart Stadium backs directly on to the river; it has a control tower and is 
festooned with chequer flags. Obviously 
a popular venue for the sport, but when 
I pass, a few desultory Karters are doing 
the circuit and some bored boys throw 
stones at a floating can, missing so 
wildly that I have to duck. 
 
 
 
Back to another reality, the Gas Turbine 
Power Station at Rye House looms in that no-man’s land between the New River 
and the Lee Valley Navigation. At 715mw, it provides enough power to service 
nearly all of Hertfordshire and is the hub for a huge complex of powerlines and 
substations that radiate outwards and dominate the landscape. It is a reminder 
that although this may be a regional park, it is also a substantial linear 
settlement, and a concentration of infrastructure, rail, road, water as well as 
energy. The uneasy juxtaposition of past and present, urban community and 
natural habitat, leisure amenity and conserved wetland is all an aspect of the 
place, it is its heartbeat, characterized by porosity.  
 
Immediately downstream is the lock and weir where the River Stort enters the 
Lee. At the lock, an old lady adroitly positions her narrowboat in the chamber, a 
little nudge on the bowthruster and it is just a matter of adjusting a short length 
of line to hold her against the wall as the level drops. Not a word spoken in a well 
rehearsed and coordinated procedure.  
 
There is a small, settlement of moored boats at the confluence of the Stort and 
the Lea; each has its own, garden and gate “beware of the dog” and all the 
paraphernalia of domesticity. Some sites are more cared for than others; one in 
particular, well inside the Stort, has a very well tended vegetable garden sloping 
down to the mooring. Everything is spick and span, including the boat itself with 
a smart little wheelhouse. Taking pictures, I was challenged by the stocky owner 
who asked whether he could help me, in other words a challenge: “what do you 
want?” To which my answer was, no unless he minded me taking photographs 
and how beautiful his garden is. He shrugged, said that I was welcome and 
disappeared below. This is the same everywhere for a marginal way of life: 
secure insecurity or insecure security, always under scrutiny, never certain, 
always on your guard. Own a piece of land and keep a boat on it and you are rich. 
Own a boat and have the use of a bit of land and in popular opinion you are a 
vagrant, tolerated out of goodwill until such a time that the owner or authority 
finds your presence inconvenient. 
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A garden at the confluence of the Rivers Stort and Lee 
 
The River Stort also marks the re-emergence of the Lea Valley Flood Relief 
Channel that ducks, dives and meanders around the River Lea Navigation from 
Ware to Stratford. Here the channel passes into the North Lagoon of Nazeing 
Mead and passing out again at the bottom of the South Lagoon to link through 
and around the chain of lakes to become a concrete drain that eventually 
emerges via Prescott Channel at Three Mills into Bow Creek. Work was 
commenced upon the channel in 1947 and it was not completed until 1976. Since 
then, its capacity has been under pressure three times: in 1987, 1993 and 2000.  
 
Here, the rain that has been grumbling in the background all day starts in earnest 
and soon becomes very heavy indeed. In some respects it introduces another 
aspect of waterscape, it is another dimension that chimes with the river and its 
vegetation, all vertical and 
horizontal. It brings to mind 
those paintings by Jakob Van 
Ruysdael of supine 
landscape played upon from 
above by dramatic weather 
systems. Where for the 
Dutch this was a symbol for 
resilience, for me right now, 
at the best it reasserts the 
continuity between above 
and below, but otherwise it 
makes me very very wet. 
Regrettably, my elegant panama hat is now a bucket with a very narrow brim. 
But at this stage I am pleased that I am not yet wet enough to give up and 
believing it best to keep moving. With the slackening rain I can leave my dubious 
shelter under the bushes in the belief that it will not get much worse. In those 
thoughtful pauses after a rainstorm there are small glimpsed vignettes along the 
way:  
 
The huge scrap yard cheek by jowl with a Sainsbury’s Distribution Centre in the 
industrial wasteland between the watercourses.  
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A new development pegged out with bright yellow spikes, a newt screen 
surrounds its single bit of standing water is a concession towards habitat 
protection 

 
A derelict dock, perfectly square, its walls are of perpendicular steel piling. Now 
it is overhung hung over with trees and brambles dripping into the still water, a 
forlorn elegy to the once-busy waterway.  
 

Dobbs Weir is an unusually complex 
piece of engineering: the vertical 
overfall is not the usual straight span 
but in plan is closer to what is known 
as a ducks bill weir, where the water 
falls into a series of slots, making the 
surface area that it drops over greater. 
The purpose of this could be to 
facilitate higher volumes of water when 
the river is in spate. This is hugely 
overgrown with semi-mature  

 
 
trees clinging to the weir structure, whether this is intended is questionable but 
as such it looks like a gothic ruin with a modern maintenance gantry running 
above it. Immediately downstream is a stonework apron that directs the 
overflow into the weirpool below. Aside from this there are two further sluices in 
such poor condition that they are presently out of use and padlocked shut. 
 
At this stage since the rain had not appreciably slackened, I decided to take a 
short cut beside the road to Broxbourne station. This was not a good idea; the 
storm had left a large amount of standing water level with the pavement and it 
only took a speeding van to push up a huge wave from which there was no 
escape. Having avoided a complete drenching out on the river I ended up 
wringing wet in sight of the station. 
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Some further reflections: 
The theme of the day seems to have become the juxtaposition of dissimilar 
functions within a confined landscape. Rye House is a good example of extreme 
hybridity: contradictory features such as the gatehouse, the pub and the stadium 
are integrated into an environment that also includes the major infrastructure 
such as the power station, a substantial sewage works and the railway. 
Combined, this should create a discordant, degraded landscape but somehow 
these functions manage to remain discrete. 
 
The boating community is complex and would reward further research, people 
end up on boats for all kinds of reasons, some even because they want to, others 
because it is affordable and has subsequently become a way of life. Many are 
single men of a certain age, possibly with a great deal of personal baggage, who 
perforce have found themselves living solitary lives afloat, for whom loneliness 
and independence are their only close relations. 
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WALK 7: Ware to Welwyn Garden City 

 
Thursday 4th September 2014 

 
From Ware the character of the 
river begins to change from the 
biodiversity of a highly managed 
regional park flanked by 
intensively farmed upland and 
linear urban settlements, all 
transfixed by a web of 
infrastructure that converges on 
London. Certainly, once past 
Hertford where its purpose as a 
navigation ceases, it becomes a 
rural river where the historic need 
to create a head of water for 
milling has left its mark. 
 
 
 
 



 
 

45 

At Ware, the onset of autumn is 
manifesting itself in a subdued, 
thoughtful and overcast day; the 
slowness of the moving river is 
only apparent through the leaf fall 
upon its surface.  
 
All is quiet and introspective; a 
solitary lady paints the gazebos 
from across the river. The gazebos 
of Ware, overhang the river at the 

bottom of town house gardens and are perhaps relics of a more gracious past 
where owners could participate in the life of the river from a detached point of 
view. They date from that time when part of the wealth of the town was derived 
from the transport of malt for the brewing industry to London by barge. Their 
presence lends a cultivated and genteel character reminiscent of the Isis or the 
Cam. Gazebos or garden houses have certainly been fashionable since the 
Renaissance but experienced an upsurge in popularity as a result of an interest 

in Chinoiserie in the 18th and 19th 
centuries. There was an 
influentional publication “Rural 
Architecture in the Chinese 
Taste” 1750 by John and William 
Halfpenny. In other towns, just as 
in many third world countries 
today it has been customary to 
site latrines over an ancient 
watercourse. This certainly 
happened in other similar sized 
industrial towns, where low lying 
marshland was developed for 
workers housing where waste 
from slum dwellings drained 
directly into the river. For 
example, in High Wycombe in 
Buckinghamshire the Wye 
became a convenient open sewer 
for the slum dwellings of 
workers in the furniture industry 
well into the 20th century. 
 

 
There is a short green interlude in the river path between Ware and Hertford: on 
the outskirts of Ware, an elegant weir overfalls as two sheer sheets of water set 
at right angles to each other flanked by a lock complete with bypass channel and 
Victorian garden. The quiet neatness is only disturbed by the background 
susurration of the weir. Not much further, an elegant viaduct, carrying the A10, 
its pillars scarified by graffiti, swings across lush, water meadows into Hertford. 
As the land levels, the silhouette of a gaunt industrial building appears against  
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the skyline. This is the Gauge House where the New River is siphoned off to 
supplement the original sources at Chadwell and Amwell Springs nearby to 
complete its journey at the East Reservoir in Stoke Newington. English Heritage 
manages the Gauge House, whilst the New River itself is the responsibility of 
Thames Water. The immediate flood plain valley is subject to a sensitive 
stewardship regime to restore the original marshland habitat. To this end it is 
grazed by a mixed herd of beef cattle and sheep. 
 

 
 
 
Walking the river is always a mixture of huge vistas and intimate surprises. It can 
be a sensory concentrate of mysterious shady side channels that only have a 
clear function to those who know but to those who don’t, they are luminous, 
green and tantalizingly inaccessible. Enter a lock chamber and sepulchral 
stillness is animated by the gush of water through the join in the lock gates. But if 
you happen to be afloat there is that little piece of magic when, with no greater 
effort than closing a gate and opening a sluice, you rise through dark into light. 
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Above the lock the light turns from green to blue and the river snakes off 
towards the horizon. 
  
Individualised, well-established 
moorings line the approach to 
Hertford. These boats are unlikely to 
go anywhere, hunkered down for the 
long haul with garden sheds, trellises 
and washing lines that betoken 
tenure. Long-term projects that have 
paused and held their breath for long 
enough to require urgent maintenance 
if just to maintain the condition of a 
work in progress. Distinct from 
houses, this is the stuff of dreams and sturdy individualism that maintains 
independence whilst gradually losing traction upon reality. It is a fragile and 
vulnerable world, always under scrutiny, separated from orthodox living by 
choice and circumstance, never quite fixed but never free. 
 
The river happens to be low today and the big apron of the weir crossed by a 
smart causeway bridge just before Hertford is overflowing demurely; if it were 
in spate and full to capacity I wouldn’t fancy the chances for survival of the 
twiggy coots nest perched precariously on a jammed tree trunk on the sill. 
 

 
 
Just alongside an improbably abundant allotment site, there is a much used and 
comfortably shabby narrowboat, the “Lion” is one of those peripatetic craft 
committed by agreement to roam the inland waterways indefinitely, a way of life 
parceled up into fortnightly sojourns that binds the owner to a similarly itinerant 
community. The owner emerges as I approach with a little Jack Russell, just in 
time to engage in conversation. Falling into step with him on his dog walk, he is 
Roger and has lived with his wife afloat for several years. They are free from the 
need to be connected to a specific site through working from the boat. Their 
independence suits them well and the national canal network is their oyster. The 
observations he makes range from the hospitality and comparative friendliness 
of different communities along the way to the lack of rubbish collection points 
along the Lee Navigation due to (in his view) a misguided policy decision by Lee 
Valley Regional Park Authority to encourage visitors to take their rubbish home 
with them by not supplying bins. He also remarked upon the abundance of wild 
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horseradish and regretted that it was not enough to his taste for him to render it 
down for horseradish sauce. 
 

 
 
 
 
Passing into Hertford, Victorian 
terraces cluster to the waterfront and 
there is an apparent easy intimacy 
between the river and life on its fringe 
that is a legacy of when this was a 
workaday community. Just a bridge 
away the scent fades and the river is 
lost where the channel splits at a weir. 
The river path evaporates and the 
watercourse forms a partial moat 
around the Jacobean castle, ducks away under a main road and is inaccessible 
until it emerges once again on the outskirts of town in a pasture beside the 
football ground. From there on the way is impassable. 
 

 
 
I never intended to walk as far as Welwyn Garden City. It seemed like a good idea 
at the time to follow that route out of Hertford since it promised to lead back to 
the river at some point. But this was not to be: the “Chain Walk” passes a riding 
stables, ducks under the railway viaduct, where it becomes a well used cycle path 
that follows the course of a redundant railway line connecting Hertford to 
Welwyn. It is a perfect green way, rising gently through dense wood into rich 
farmland and although nominally still part of the Lee Valley Regional Park, it 
soon leaves the river behind. Since it is not far to Welwyn, curiosity prompts me 
to carry on and head back home from there. Apart from some blatant fly tipping  
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this is a pleasant and very well maintained trail and obviously a favourite 
commuting route between the two towns but due to the metaled surface it is 
very hard on the feet. 
 
 

 
Reaching the outskirts of Welwyn Garden City is straightforward enough but 
finding the centre of town is another matter. At every junction in the maze of 
arterial roads approaching the centre a reassuring road sign promised that the 
station was no more than 2miles away, until inevitably I was back where I had 
started. Asking for help, a kind lady who showed a way that took just ten minutes 
it was just ten minutes away, obvious if you are local and aware that some wag 
had turned the signposts around. Even outside the station, it was a challenge to 
find the entrance, which proved to be sequestered deep inside a shabby 
shopping mall, obvious for those who know.  
 
Some reflections:  
As the river approaches the limit of navigation, the extensive wetland character 
of the lower reaches is diminished. Once past the point where the New River is 
siphoned off from the old, it has ceased to be a labyrinth of channels, 
interconnecting reservoirs and gravel diggings. It becomes singular, constrained 
not only by its sheet piled banks but also by the built environment. However, 
beyond Hertford it changes again into a modest rural watercourse and remains 
as such except where it is dammed to create to create leisure amenities such as  
Stanborough Park and boating lake outside Welwyn, Lemsford Springs Nature 
Reserve or The Broadwater, an ornamental lake at Brocket Park. 
 
The end of the navigation also signals the limit of the boating community, which 
is a significant part of the life of the river upstream from Leamouth, with the 
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understanding that with the start of Lea Valley Navigation, this becomes subject 
to the regulatory controls imposed by the Canals and Rivers Trust.  
 
Correspondingly, once the inherent need for a continuous towpath ceases, public 
access is sporadic and relies for continuity upon links in the existing footpath 
network, until it is re-established as the Upper Lea Valley Walk just outside 
Harpenden where it joins the Chiltern Way and continues into Luton.  
 
The character of the river is no longer singular and controlled between Welwyn 
and Luton, its relationship with communities and landscape is serendipitous, 
sometimes formal, often left to its own devices, to meander within its own water 
meadows. 
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WALK 8: Leagrave to Harpenden 

Wednesday 1st April 2015 
 

 
 
The priority for the day was to identify the source of the River Lea. According to 
the map it is on Leagrave Common, ten minutes walk away from Leagrave 
Station, two stops up the Bedford Line from Luton. This is an utterly plausible 
location for the source of the river: at the upper end of an ancient wet coppice 
known as Rotten Spinney and adjacent to a Neolithic earthwork called Waulauds 
Bank. But this is about as far as it goes; the approach via a busy intersection with 
the B579, Luton Road, although easily negotiable, is enough to dispel the 
anticipation of an ancient site. It is under pressure like all urban fringe green 
areas, and perhaps owes its survival to its archaeological importance and 
inherent common land status. On the horizon is an estate of three 1960’s 
residential tower blocks and in the foreground at the foot of the hill a boarded up 
Nissen Hut. I cross the road behind a young woman with a pram and, at a 
discreet distance, follow her up the hill over the rough pasture towards where 
the spring should be, over the rampart of Waulud’s Bank, through a hole in the 
hedge giving sight of a boggy wooded valley, which must be Rotten Spinney. Over 
recent months the valley has been quite drastically cleared; at its head is a 
concrete chamber with a grating across the front, through which some intrepid 
boy must have squeezed to leave his tag beside the culvert from which the River 
Lea emerges as an unceremonious dribble. 
 
Given the amount of water flowing through Leagrave Marsh, it comes hardly as a 
surprise that there are other joint contenders for the source of the River Lea at 
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Houghton Regis and Lewsey both on the other side of the M1. Both springs rise 
in municipal parks and their combined flow is much more substantial than it is at 
the accepted source and so, just to be on the safe side, it is also acknowledged as 
the River Lea by the Ordnance Survey. The courses of the two rivers Lea meet in 
the wetland area of Marsh Farm, where until substantial reclamation took place 
to create a sports amenity in the 1960’s, there was a much more substantial 
marsh. 
  

 
 
Over recent years this marsh has received a great deal of attention and has 
undergone remedial work to protect and enhance its biodiversity and improve 
public access. The excellent River Lea Catchment Partnership through the Luton 
Lea Catchment Management Plan has identified landscape improvement of the 
Five Springs area as key to the homogeneity of the entire marsh. The project was 
led by Groundwork and funded by London Luton Airport, Luton Borough Council  
and a Biffa Award from the Landfill Communities Fund of £25000.  There has 
certainly been renewed interest in the value of wetland nationally and maybe the  
intention of this project is to save it as the relic of what was a much larger marsh  

 
and to reassert its landscape value, maybe it is to enhance the continuity of the 
biodiversity of the wetland corridor that is an ongoing concern in the Lea Valley, 
certainly it has a fundamental role as flood containment: however, even in its 
fragmented and compromised state, it hosts a number of rare plants such as the 
Common Twayblade and Spotted Orchid, Marsh Marigold. Although the small 
wet woodland of Rotten Spinney is predominantly Alder and Willow, rare 
examples of Bay Willow are also to be found there. The clearance of the upper 
valley nearer the spring is due to a project to promote biodiversity and create a 
public amenity, which includes clearance of elder and invasive species such as 
Canadian Golden Rod, pollarding of the upper region at Rotten Corner to allow 
more light to promote waterplants and understory growth, the creation of 
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100metres of boardwalk and laying down 300metres of bark mulch pathway. 
This was all accomplished through voluntary labour on a job creation scheme 
overseen by Groundwork, a benefit of which for all participants was the 
acquisition of skills and training towards a CSCS qualification for the 
construction industry and City and Guilds Health and Safety in a Construction 
Environment. 
 
Although at the time of visiting, the flow at the head of the river at Leagrave 
seems puny, by the size of the culvert from which it issues, it betokens something 
much more substantial during winter months. Combined with the amount of 
run-off produced by the extensive Five Springs Tower Estate that drains into the 
river, the capacity of the channel system to contain local floodwater is vital. 
Further downstream the need to manage runoff from the surrounding housing 
estates makes further demands upon the river as a drain; consequently, 
necessity and the provision of green open space combine to create a linear park 
that connects into central Luton via the formal Edwardian, Wardown Park. This 
pathway has become adopted by “Sustrans” as a part of its national cycle 
network and passes through Luton to Harpenden and beyond. An aspect of the 
Sustrans strategy to promote a cycle network is a policy for commissioning 
artworks as a means of articulating the landscapes that it passes through; 
sometimes this takes the form of temporary or ephemeral events, but there are 
also permanent sculptural commissions to act as waymarkers.  Some of these 
refer to the memory of Luton and its livelihoods, one of which, Blockers Seaside 
by Isabella Lockett refers to the hat industry and when the Leagrave Marsh used 
to be visited by the hat workers of Luton on a day out for picnics and bathing, 
hence “Blockers Seaside”. The commission was for nine bronze   hats mounted 
on poles in the marsh at Leagrave; sadly, within two years six had been stolen, 

leaving three that were removed 
for safekeeping by the Council.  
 
All too frequently this is the fate 
experienced by many 
commissioned works, however 
there is one series of waymarkers, 
also initiated by Isabella Lockett 
that remains, intriguing, battered, 
but intact. These are half mile 
markers along the way between 
Leagrave Marsh and Luton, called 

“The Layering of Time”.  These are low pyramidal structures constructed of 
bands of the geology of the area, such as stone and flint, the result of a 
collaboration with the poet John Hegley and stonemason, Gary Churchman, who 
cut text gathered by Hegley from workshops with local children and adults into 
each marker. 
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These texts are in some cases so badly 
corroded or overgrown with moss that 
they are scarcely decipherable and as a 
consequence, are full of non-sequiturs 
and quite enigmatic: 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Sometimes a poem is less of an 
invention and more of a thing, to find its 
truth, a kind of archaeology, a job of 
unearthing and piecing together and 
sometimes a piece doesn’t fit because its 
part of something else and sometimes 
its just a bit of rubbish. 
 
Stone/Leisure/What is this life if full of 
care. 

 
Hand me dear adorable your lips of tenderness. Oh I’ve loved you faithfully and well 
these years or a bit less. I wasn’t a success. 
 
Thank God that’s done and I’ll take the road, quit of my youth and you the Roman 
Road to Wendover, Tring and Lilley Hoo and a freeman may do. 
 
I want to be a loving Dad and be there for my children. 
 
As intimate little asides, these are discontinuous and inarticulate musings 
dignified in stone. After going to the trouble of crawling around to trace the 
letters they leave the reader feeling self-conscious, flummoxed and slightly 
prurient. This is probably the art of it that it should draw the viewer in but 
provoke questions rather than supply answers. They reflect the random 
thoughts of a solitary rambler: indiscriminate, inconsequential and something to 
mull over along the way. 
 
The half-mile markers usher us via the river’s meandering channel through 
Limbury Meads, all that remains of a once extensive water meadow and orchard, 
now a green respite between cluttered housing estates where it is joined by Cats 
 Brook. This part of suburban Luton is a place of barely residual memory, its 
ancient poetry held by the Icknield Way, domesticated by its passage through 
Luton and out the other side, leaving in its wake Icknield Primary School and the 
prosaic Icknield Veterinary Centre. 
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Sustrans, according to habit, has done a tremendous job, avoiding the busy 
roadway taking advantage of established tracks, paths and the redundant 
railway line into Harpenden and beyond with scarcely a break until well past 
Welwyn and into Ware. 
 
The river continues to grow joined by Riddy Brook before “Bide a While” where 
the path continues to adopt another green areas that has changed and changed 
again.  “Bide a While” is a much softer and less municipal park, originally put 

down to orchard by one George Farr 
in 1920, who ran it as a 
smallholding, even to the extent of 
constructing a cellar for cultivating 
mushrooms. However, in doing this 
he imbued it with a sense of 
intimacy, that became its principle 
attraction for local people, causing 
them to bide a while. Just across the    
brook, a young track-suited Polish 
man is lying in the shade of a tree 

filling up a rucksack with transient fragrance, picking the violets that have been 
so good this year and love this shady damp place. This is a charming and slightly 
bucolic interlude on the way into Luton, which is heralded by the municipal 
Wardown Park. A low concrete stadium overlooks an open playing field occupied 
by young footballers at one end; at the other a solitary gymnast, totally self-
absorbed, hurls himself into the air, gyrating and landing back on his feet, over 
and over. This is a proper Edwardian park with a proper red brick mansion and 
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the river correspondingly makes a 
little flourish with ornamental 
lakes and a fountain, ducks and 
decorous swans. Being the school 
holiday, people are out strolling, 
families saunter past, a tall and 
handsome Muslim dad in full robes 
is walking with his children 
muffled up against the chill wind.  
 
At the end of the park the river 
once again becomes a utilitarian gulley beside the pavement, which, as it 
approaches central Luton, disappears underground, only to properly re-emerge 
in a recreation ground at the other side of town. Getting lost on the chase 
through town and diverted away from the park gates for Luton Hoo (no public 
access), I only catch up with the river again at the bottom of a footpath beside a 
huge green embankment wall that carries road traffic towards  
 

 
 
the airport. It is discernably enlarged by urban drainage and looks shabby and 
unkempt beside a derelict filter bed.  
 

 
 
Eventually, where the buses wait beside the airport terminal, the long distance 
Sustrans path resumes, turning up and away from the main road along the side 
of the ridge leading out of town. Above is the main railway line north and below, 
running along the river valley, the main road between Harpenden and Luton. 
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 The trail, sandwiched between the two, overlooks Luton Hoo Park. It is a pity 
that the park is not open to the casual visitor since it is another flourish in the 
narrative of the river. In 1762 the Third Earl of Bute commissioned a grand 
house from Robert Adam and a landscape scheme from Capability Brown a part 
of which was the proposal to dam up the River Lea to create two decorative 
lakes. Now it is a luxury hotel, spa and golf course and is very much off-limits to 
the visiting public. However, incongruously, it is also host for the landlocked 
Luton Sea Cadets the oldest troop in the country. Where better to learn not to 
drown, undertake basic training in seamanship, canoeing and sailing than on the 
picturesque lakes of Luton Hoo where the tide never ebbs and the hazards are 
not quite so unpredictable than on the open coast. However, nothing is immune 
from the outside world: recently the lakes have suffered the vicissitudes all too 
familiar in our over loaded water systems and have suffered contamination from 
sewage overflow from urban Luton, decimating the fish stocks. As a standard 
shutting the stable door after the horse has bolted exercise, the Environment 
Agency, in collaboration with The River Lea Catchment Partnership, has installed 
containment booms and set up a water quality monitoring programme, which is 
now managed by the Catchment Partnership. 
 
Although the Sustrans cycle trail follows a safe route away from the busy road 
and is carefully landscaped to eventually soften the impact of the main railway 
line to the north, it is frustrating to be detached from but flirting with the water 
below. The path has been planted with hedgerow trees, which are yet too new to 
have the effect of a green corridor, but it is easy to imagine the experience that it 
will become. Interspersed here and there are artworks that celebrate aspects of 
place: overlooking Luton Hoo Park are three life-size laser cut corten steel 
silhouettes by sculptor Dick Wagstaff of Capability Brown, Eric Morecombe and a 
sea cadet. Like all public sculpture, they send out an ambiguous message, 
reminders of where we are and odd facts about the place and also an extremely 
resilient and heavy-handed signal that this is a cherished and welcoming 
amenity.  
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A little further on another symbol of revival soars over: a Red Kite chattering to 
its mate down in the tree tops of the estate below and then above in the higher 
thermals soar a pair of buzzards squealing to each other. Of course they are all 
taking advantage of the upwards air currents caused by the ridge that I am 
walking along, apparently oblivious to the deafening roar of the express trains 
passing continuously close by. Nature isn’t fussy and of course it is well known 
that Red Kite thrive as scavengers with a special taste for road kill. The path soon 
slides down hill crossing the Lower Luton Road by a new steel bridge. By now 
the cycle path has colonised the redundant branch line to Wheathampstead 
skirting the edge of Harpenden. The strength of Sustrans is that it is opportunist 
in how it takes advantage of any available linear route that links settlements, 
sometimes these are long-forgotten trackways and often railway lines that 
probably fell victim to Beeching in the 1960’s and now thrive with a completely 
different purpose. This particular line passes what was evidently a small station 
at New Mill End, still with fragmentary platform, but now a well established 
house turning its back upon its past just as it does upon its next door neighbor, 
the colossal sewage works down by the river. 
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Along its entire course, the River Lea is consistently inconsistent. There is no 
pause for it to adapt to its identity; immediately downstream of the arcadian 
landscape of Luton Hoo is the prosaic sewage works of New Mill End. From here 
the river passes under an ancient bridge and into water meadow and parkland 
that characterize the remainder of its course to Harpenden. It is beginning to feel 
like a real rural river; a substantial mill and leat block and divert it over a weir. 
This is smart country, horse country; the river nudges through alder, willow,  
 

 
 
poplar and ash, creating islands and burrowing through roots. The trees and 
vegetation begin to typify what we know of the river on the rest of its way into 
London complete with the floating crap that gets caught up in the branches and 
is left behind from times of spate. 
 

 
 
At the edge of Harpenden, the redundant railway turns into an alleyway through 
a housing estate and then into a residential cul de sac, all is quiet, nobody around 
apart from a solitary teenager scooting around the driveway of a house. Leaving 
the river, as the road turns uphill the period of the houses goes back in time from 
pre-war semidetached to Edwardian villas in bespoke gardens before turning 
left to the mainline railway station. 
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What I have learned: that the river is never consistent. Unlike the Thames, it is 
not a national icon; the several identities of the River Lea correspond to the tasks 
it is asked to perform along the way and its purpose appears to be individually 
and separately a source of water, flood 
containment, a habitat, entertainment, 
navigation and drain. Walking the 
river confirms that the experience is 
of rapid transitions from culverted 
drain to biodiverse wetland to 
ornamental lake to flood containment 
facility is representative of the river in 
all of its manifestations. It’s only 
consistency lies in water quality, 
which, according to the criteria of the European Water Framework Directive, 
hovers between poor and moderate and only registers as good on the upper 
reaches of one of its tributaries, the River Ash. 
 
It is probably indicative of its renewed status and the publication of the Water 
Framework Directive, which the UK has signed up to, that there is such a high 
level of awareness of the state of health of the river and its tributaries. The River 
Lea Valley Catchment Partnership is a good example of community, wildlife trust 
and government agency partnership with an overview through its individual 
zones and tributaries of the health and of the entire Lea Valley Catchment 
www.riverleacatchment.org.uk 
 
Through this network community engagement is extremely well coordinated for 
major infrastructure works, maintenance and monitoring. It also ensures that 
there is a consistent level of engagement and community awareness for all parts 
of the catchment. 
 
The Luton Lea Catchment Partnership 
is well established and includes: 
Groundwork, Luton and Bedfordshire, 
Cranfield University, Environment 
Agency, Affinity Water, Bedfordshire, 
Cambridgeshire, Northamptonshire 
Wildlife Trust, London Luton Airport, 
Friends of the Earth, Luton Friends of 
Parks & Green Spaces, Luton Borough 
Council, Thames Water, University of 
Bedfordshire, Vauxhall, Certsure. 
 
Scope for community engagement is built into this partnership, both as a 
network of volunteers and as an educational service, to the extent that most 
projects can only happen with substantial input at a community level, which in 
turn heightens a sense of ownership and engagement with the wellbeing of the 
landscape and a broader awareness of how water environments work.  
 

http://www.riverleacatchment.org.uk/
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WALK 9: The alternative source of the River Lee, 

Houghton Regis 
 

Wednesday 27th May 2015 
 

 
Houghton Brook at Knapp’s Farm Leisure Garden, Leagrave  
 
 
Behind what appears to be a small public convenience in the corner of The Green 
in Houghton Regis, there is a small concrete and brick cistern draining into a 
deep, narrow channel. The water that 
gathers there and trickles away looks clean 
but probably isn’t; a furry grey deposit has 
settled out upon its bed where the flow is 
least. This is Houghton Brook and is 
considered to be an alternative source of 
the River Lea, which, in spite of its apparent 
insignificance, the depth of its excavated 
channel betokens much stronger flows at 
times of consistent rainfall when it must 
transport surface water run-off from the 
surrounding housing estates. 
 
 

The alternative source at The Green,  
Houghton Regis 
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Houghton Brook has been included in a successful Heritage Lottery Fund bid 
starting this year. The initial focus is upon the zone around Houghton Hall Park.  
(http://www.riverleacatchment.org.uk/index.php/luton-lea-cmp/luton-lea-
projects/574-renaissance-and renewal) 
 
“Following the successful award of a Heritage Lottery Fund Parks for People (PfP) 
First Round (Development Stage), the partnership developed landscape proposals 
(landscape, conservation, and management and maintenance plans) for a Round 
Two bid to the Heritage Lottery Fund Parks for People programme in August 2014. 
The bid was successful and works will start in 2015. 
 
The work involves clearing silt along the length of Houghton Brook and replacing it 
with river-washed gravel. We will also plant native shrubs (including hazel, 
hawthorn and guelder rose) along Northern Bank and install willow spilling 
barriers at regular 30m intervals on alternate sides.” 
 

 
Houghton Brook 
 
An anathema of housing estates and trading estates has baffled my 
navigation from Leagrave Station, some are so new that they are not even on the 
map, many are predictions of unkempt scrub, fluorescent painted poles, earthen 
tracks, a pastel mixture of chalk and topsoil, scars of excavations for the 
installation of drains.  
 
Celebrating absence: the further I penetrate housing estate land the more 
elegiac of a pastoral past the street names become: Pastures Way, Wheatfield 
Road, Threshers Close. Maybe it is not just Britain that insists upon naming 
places after what is no longer there. To some, Threshers Close could be more 
meaningful if it referred to the nearest wine merchant. 
 

Finding the spring is a tortuous matter; it 
is obviously at the top of Houghton Hall 
Park, but where exactly is not clear and 
how to find the park has become a 
challenge in itself, eventually after a lot of 
asking, it appears between two well 
signed and manicured trading estates as 
an unmarked entrance, that leads directly 
into the semi-managed woodland and 

open park of the old estate. Even then it Houghton Hall Park 

http://www.riverleacatchment.org.uk/index.php/luton-lea-cmp/luton-lea-projects/574-renaissance-and
http://www.riverleacatchment.org.uk/index.php/luton-lea-cmp/luton-lea-projects/574-renaissance-and
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is easy to get confused by the rides, open vistas and enclosed woodland paths 
that make up the park. Under any other circumstances, like in the Bois de 
Boulogne it is a pleasure to amble in parkland large and complex enough to 
become lost, but today my senses are tuned to every green declivity in the 
landscape should it contain a spring and therefore I am distracted. 
 
When I eventually locate the spring, of course it is not in the park at all but 
through it and out the other side and of course, it is an anti-climax. 
 
Can this really be the contender for source of the River Lea marked on the 
Ordnance Survey map? The only way to find out is to follow it and see whether 
it does in fact join up with the official source at Leagrave Common, which is what 
I did and which initially was simple because a public footpath follows the 
stream’s course until it reaches the outer limit of the housing estates, where it  
 

 
Pathway between Houghton Brook and housing estates 
 
takes off across derelict farmland that is due to become built upon in the near 
future. Here is another regime the stream leaves its trace as a higher level of 
verdure. Sporadic work is happening: a gang is burying drains in a long trench 
with diggers, an ancient poplar has been cruelly lopped and corralled in by a 
shuttered fence to protect it from the accidental depredations of the construction 
process, a low shuttering fence encloses a meander, with wire mesh continuing 
 

 
Lopped Poplar     Enclosure 
 
the barrier into the stream bed. This could be evidence of a Newt directive or 
something like from Natural England or the Wildlife Trust to protect the newts in 
the area, or more likely it is an exclusion zone to keep them out in the eventuality 
of major excavation work to create the proposed flood storage facility on 
Houghton Brook, identified by the Environment Agency in their consultation 
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document for a flood strategy for the Luton Area: “Managing the Flood Risk in 
and around Luton” which includes policy for the Houghton Brook. 
(https://consult.environment-agency.gov.uk/file/1331599).  
 

• Flooding is a frequent problem for the people and businesses of Luton, with 
14 floods having taken place over the last 50 years. 

• A great deal of the flooding is from the River Lee and other smaller 
watercourses such as Houghton Brook, Lewsey Brook and Cat Brook. 

• It is estimated that without any effort to reduce flood risk, almost 300 
properties would be flooded by the River Lee and other watercourses during a 
major flood. 

• In the future, as climate change alters our weather patterns, the number of 
homes affected could rise to around 500. 

• Our work has shown us that in order to manage the flood risk from the 
watercourses in the Luton area, we need to improve and deliver many 
different things. 

• Some of these can be done within five years, such as the construction of a new 
flood storage area on the Houghton Brook. Others can only be addressed in 
the next 5-25 years and a few things will need work over the long-term, 
meaning 25-100 years. 

The above is an indicator of the future but at present at the present the infant 
river is unloved, its course blocked by Beaver Dams of sticks and bits of fallen 
tree, rubbish bags, upholstery cushions and plastic paraphernalia of the 
construction industry, all gathered from times when the stream is a torrent of 
runoff from all of the hard surfaces further up. 
 

  
  “Beaver Dams” on land due for development 
 
This happens everywhere: there was a time when I worked regularly in Lusaka, 
Zambia, where the capacity of the drains is vast but since there is no money to 
clean the streets, they still become clogged during the rainy season, but 
disastrously so since, combined with inadequate sewerage systems, this is 
followed on an annual basis by the inevitable outbreak of cholera and typhoid. 
This is extreme and although I wouldn’t predict anything like this for this 
particular environment, but the symptoms of public indifference to caring for the 
immediate environment are the same. 
 
With the M1 in sight the stream becomes almost bucolic with crumbling banks, 
watercress, overhung by hawthorn and elder. Then it is gone, through a concrete 
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tube under the motorway. When it emerges on the other side it passes through 
yet more housing estates as a line of luxuriant growth. By which time the 
footpath that keeps it company has become dignified as Riverside Way.  
 
The volume of water has remained consistently slight and has even dried out in 
one place; maybe this is due to the underlying chalk or maybe even that so much 
is returned to the atmosphere via transpiration from the mature trees on either 
side.  However, in the one place that this has happened it is immediately  
 

 
Dried out     Water from Lewsey Brook 
 
augmented by flow from Lewsey Brook, delivering a pretty respectable juvenile 
river by the time it dives under the railway embankment to join its sister Lea in 
Leagrave Marsh. 
 
Primary, secondary and a tertiary purpose: As is evident by the depth of the 
excavated channel of the stream and the number of business-like storm drains 
built into it, the primary function of the watercourse has become a drain for 
surface water from the surrounding estates which is not at odds with the aim to 
enhance its ecological value. This of course can only work if the brook is valued 
and maintained, which is a challenge given the perceived status it has acquired 
as a feature of a common ground of footpaths and open green areas in a 
comprehensively residential area, which, taken together, serve alternately as a 
buffer zone, a thoroughfare, a place of play riddled by desire paths and, sadly, as 
a dump. Compared to the rest of the upper reaches of the Lea, there is a 
surprising concentration of junk along the stretch between the spring and the 
culvert under the railway at Leagrave, to whit: 
 
Two fake leather upholstery cushions, several black plastic bags of rubbish, a 
wheelie bin, plastic construction site fencing and pedestrian signs, the ubiquitous 
plastic bollard, a child’s scooter, several footballs, logs from ground clearing 
operations, builders materials, plastic bottles and drink cans and a trio of 
supermarket trolleys. 
 
It seems that wherever a watercourse, is perceived as neutral territory, it 
becomes a dump, whether it is managed or not by a local authority. I have never 
actually witnessed anyone pushing a supermarket trolley into a river and so 
have not been able to gain insight into the strange frisson that the act must give.  
Over this year, whilst walking the river, I have discovered some outrageous 
examples of fly-tipping and seriously endemic littering and I know that it is an 
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opportunist human trait. It is the 
spoor by which we mark our 
passing through, sometimes it is 
neat and deliberate sometimes 
random always unthinking, 
whether it is a truckload of 
builders waste, a fridge or a coke 
can. 
 
The future for Houghton Brook 
is that it will become increasingly 
integrated into the suburban 

network of a town set to carry on expanding in the immediate future. A model for 
how this might happen is already extant in the Limbury Meads area of Luton and 
the tension between public amenity, local distinctiveness and a flood 
management facility is apparent in the compromise solutions reached by the 
local authority. As the town continues to grow, if the brook is not to be culverted 
(unlikely), it will become a stronger feature in the landscape and it is 
encouraging to see evidence of this already in the Tree Protection Measures 
already undertaken in the land to be developed towards the M1.  
 
The proposals signaled within the River Lea Management Plan to improve the 
biodiversity of Houghton Brook should be taken as an indicator for the approach 
to the improvement of the entire watercourse, but without an enhanced sense of 
public ownership and responsibility, it will continue to be perceived as someone 
else’s responsibility and as a consequence there is no reason why it should not 
continue to be abused. An education programme has been built into the 
management plan to emphasise the importance public stewardship in the effort 
to improve the quality of the river environment and to raise the level of public 
awareness of the biodiversity of the freshwater habitat. 
 

 
Storm drain, development site 
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