
Tottenham Hale to Walthamstow Marshes via Lee Navigation July 15th 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. 

 

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  

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. 


