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My	 first	 daughter,	 Isis,	 was	 born	 in	 Homerton	 Hospital	 in	

November	 2008.	 My	 parents	 looked	 after	 our	 cocker	 spaniel,	

Hendrix,	while	we	adjusted	to	our	new	life.	Our	ground-floor	flat	

became a cocoon. We warmed bottles and washed muslin cloths. 

We worked through boxes of congratulatory chocolates. We 

welcomed visitors and stacked teddy bears in the corner. 

We did the parent thing. 

When	Hendrix	 returned	 I	 realised,	with	 queasy	 vertigo,	 that	

we were a proper family. The sort you see in children’s drawings 

standing next to a house beneath a smiling sun. So it was on a 

bright,	 freezing	December	afternoon	 that	my	wife,	Emily,	 and	 I	

took	Isis	out	for	the	first	time.	We	went	to	Millfields	Park	on	the	

borderland	of	the	marshland.	Daddy,	Mummy,	baby,	dog.

The enormous pram seemed ridiculous as we wheeled it into 

Millfields.	Isis	was	ensconced	in	layers	of	white.	All	you	could	see	

was	a	pixie	nose	and	her	eyes,	freshly	woken	from	myopia,	taking	

in	the	elms	passing	overhead.	I	took	some	photos,	feeling	like	a	

tourist	who	had	just	quantum-leaped	into	someone	else’s	life.	

I

Entropy Junction
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As we walked down through the park towards the River Lea 

and	 the	 marshes	 of	 East	 London	 which	 lay	 beyond,	 the	 city’s	

gravity began to lose its hold and my happy narrative fell to 

pieces. From the water’s edge a shape moved towards us at speed. 

Though	small	in	the	distance,	I	could	tell	it	was	a	bullmastiff	or	

some	similar	barrel-chested	Hackney	man-dog.	I	knew	right	away	

it	was	heading	for	us.	It	didn’t	waver	from	its	route,	thundering	

on	the	frozen	ground,	growing	closer	and	larger.

Emily and I stopped walking and watched it hurtle up the 

slope.	 Hendrix	 sniffed	 the	 grass,	 oblivious.	 I	 removed	 his	 lead	

from	my	pocket	and	called	him,	but	it	was	too	late.	The	dog	was	

upon us. It ground to a halt before Hendrix and the two began to 

spin.	The	mastiff’s	tail,	stiff	and	vertical,	quivered	with	aggression.	

Hendrix’s tail was slung low as he snarled back. A voice echoed 

across the park as a dreadlocked man staggered towards us with 

a lead.

I reached out to grab Hendrix’s collar. It was like pushing the 

‘ON’	 button	 on	 a	 blender.	 The	 two	 dogs	whirled	 into	 a	 blurry	

frenzy	 round	my	arm,	barking,	 teeth	bared.	 I	 staggered	back	 in	

pain,	bitten.	Emily	cried	out,	jerking	the	pram	away.	The	animals	

were separated but circling again.

‘Sorry	man,’	wheezed	the	owner	in	a	Caribbean	accent,	shaking	

his head. ‘He’s a puppy. You okay?’ 

He	had	 a	 hold	 of	 his	 dog,	 but	 it	was	 too	 late.	 The	 idyll	was	

shattered.	My	family	dream	exposed	for	what	it	was,	an	artificial	

construct,	fragile	as	glass.	Isis	screaming	her	tiny	lungs	out.	Emily	

shaking	 her	 head	 in	 disappointment,	 me	 staggering	 around	

saying ‘shitshitshit’. A scenario which would characterise many 

subsequent	family	occasions.

A	 few	months	 later,	 I	 saw	 them	again	 in	Millfields,	 this	 time	

on	the	Lee	towpath.	I	spotted	the	dog	first.	He	ran	up	to	Hendrix,	
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chest	puffed	out,	whirls	of	hot	air	snorting	from	his	nostrils.	Then	

I	 recognised	 the	 owner.	 The	 dreadlocks,	 the	 deep	 vertical	 lines	

on his face. He wore a dark blue tracksuit and smoked what was 

either a rollup cigarette or the last remnant of a joint. 

The dogs circled. Mr Mastiff’s dog rose up on his hind legs 

and gave Hendrix a couple of right hooks. Hendrix took two 

steps backwards and plunged into the river. All that remained 

on the water’s surface was a cloud of dirt. His head bobbed up 

and he started paddling against the current. He moved absolutely 

nowhere	at	first,	then	backwards	as	he	lost	strength.

‘Sorry,	sorry,	sorry,’	Mr	Mastiff	mumbled.	

I dropped to my belly and tried to reach into the water. The 

ledge was too high to get my hands on him. 

‘My	legs,’	I	said	to	Mr	Mastiff,	‘you’ll	need	to	hold	my	legs.’	

I	piled	my	mobile	phone,	keys	and	loose	change	on	the	concrete,	

lay	on	my	stomach	and	said,	 ‘Ok	–	NOW’.	Mr	Mastiff	held	my	

ankles	and	slid	me	forwards	until	I	was	dangling	over	the	water,	

clawing at Hendrix’s collar.

If	 I’d	been	someone	else	passing	by	–	 if,	 say,	 I’d	been	myself	

on	one	of	my	walks	–	I	would	have	returned	home	and	written	

excitedly about seeing a Caribbean man in a tracksuit doing ‘the 

wheelbarrow’ with a scruffy white bloke on the edge of the river 

while a tiny dog swam backwards. But I wasn’t the observer. I’d 

become one of those people you see doing inexplicable things when 

you come to the marshes. I’d been exploring the place only a matter 

of months and already I had been assimilated into the weirdness. 

For	this	reason	I	consider	that	moment	–	being	dragged	back	over	

the	ledge	with	Hendrix,	soaking	wet	–	as	a	kind	of	baptism.	

Welcome	 to	 Entropy	 Junction,	 the	 frontier	 crossing	 of	 that	

borderland	 between	 city	 and	marshland,	 where	 the	 competing	

gravities of two worlds create unusual frissons.
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Things happen here.

*

It	was	Hendrix,	a	cataract-stricken	puppy,	jet	black	and	bumbling,	

who	first	brought	me	to	this	frontier,	shortly	after	my	wife	Emily	

and	 I	moved	 from	Dalston	 in	 the	west	 of	Hackney,	 to	 Clapton	

in the north east of the borough. When he was strong enough to 

walk	the	distance,	Hendrix	led	me	away	from	Hackney’s	Victorian	

terraces	 through	Millfields	 Park.	 I	 remember	 the	 day	 well,	 the	

perfume of freshly cut grass and Hendrix’s tiny legs tripping over 

twigs. We passed a Jack Russell shitting pellets into a shrub. A 

jogger	whooped,	‘Yeah!’	and	boxed	the	air.	Toddlers	shrieked	on	

the	swings.	A	drunk	lay	on	a	bench,	beer	can	on	his	belly	oozing	

dregs. A suited man mumbled into a mobile phone. Two kids 

kicked	a	football.	A	murder	of	crows	amassed	by	a	bin.	Then,	at	

the	bottom	of	the	park,	it	all	came	to	a	halt.

At	 the	River	 Lea,	 the	 park	 ended	 abruptly	 at	 a	 tumbledown	

verge,	 twisted	 with	 weeds	 and	 dandelions,	 iron	 bollards	 tilted	

like	old	tombstones,	chain	links	snapped.	Where	you’d	expect	a	

towpath	to	be	was,	well,	nothing.	A	soup	of	stone	and	soil	poured	

into the water. Across the river a concrete peninsula bristled with 

weeds,	empty	but	for	an	office	chair,	traffic	cone	and	a	Portaloo	

circled by gulls. A moorhen stared back at me from a rusted 

container	 barge.	 Beyond	 the	 corrugated	 fencing,	 geese	 flapped	

across	 a	 wide	 sky	 where	 pylons,	 not	 tower-blocks,	 ruled	 the	

horizon.	Near	a	footbridge,	narrowboats	were	moored	beneath	a	

brow	of	wild	scrub.	Ruddy-cheeked	people	in	Barbour	jackets	and	

mud-spattered	wellies	strolled	across	the	river,	followed	by	giant	

dogs,	as	if	a	time-space	portal	had	opened	up	between	Hackney	

and Devon. 
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This	 was	 my	 first	 encounter	 with	 the	 marshland.	 It	 was	 a	

place unmarked on my personal map of the city. Until now I’d 

perceived	London	as	a	dense,	functional	infrastructure	spreading	

out to the M25. Each citizen’s experience depended on the 

transport	 connectivity	 between	 their	 workplace,	 home,	 and	

favoured zones of entertainment. Londoners journeyed through 

their	 own	 holloways,	 routes	 worn	 deep	 into	 their	 psyche.	 The	

idea of deviating from this psychological map hadn’t occurred to 

me. I assumed I lived in a totalitarian city. London’s green spaces 

were	prescribed	by	municipal	entities,	landscaped	by	committees,	

furnished with bollards and swings. There was no wilderness.  

There	was	no	escape.	You	couldn’t	simply	decide	to	wander	off-

plan.	Or	so	I	thought.	

Now my dog had brought me to a threshold between the city I 

knew	and	a	strange	semi-rural	wetland	known	as	‘the	marshes’.	

On	one	side	of	the	river,	London	was	in	hyper	flux,	perpetually	

regenerating,	plots	as	small	as	toilets	snapped	up	by	developers,	

gardens	sold	off,	Victorian	schools	turned	into	apartments,	bomb	

sites	into	playgrounds,	docklands	into	micro-cities,	power	stations	

into	art	galleries.	Everything	was	up	for	grabs.		On	the	other	side	

of	 the	river	–	a	stone’s	 throw	away	–	 lay	a	 landscape	of	ancient	

grazing	meadows	scarred	with	World	War	II	trenches,	deep	with	

Blitz	 rubble,	 ringed	 by	 waterlogged	 ditches,	 grazed	 by	 long-

horned	cows,	where	herons	and	kestrels	hunted	among	railways,	

aqueducts	and	abandoned	Victorian	filter	beds.	It	was	untamed,	

unchanged in some parts since Neolithic times. It had not yet been 

claimed by developers. It was nobody’s manor. 

Discovering	this	place	was	like	opening	my	back	door	to	find	

a	volcanic	crater	 in	the	garden,	blasting	my	face	with	 lava	heat,	

tipping	reality	topsy-turvy.	
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*

In that year when Hendrix dropped off the edge of London into 

the	 Lea,	 the	 riverside	 was	 the	 booming	 frontier	 of	 Hackney’s	

redevelopment. For decades the Lea had been dominated by 

Latham’s	timber	yard	and	other	warehouses.	Now	these	edifices	

were	 being	 torn	 down	 and	 the	 skeletons	 of	 waterfront	 flats	

rose	 in	 their	 place,	wrapped	 in	wooden	 hoardings.	Among	 the	

graffiti	 tags,	 guerrilla	 advertising	 stickers	 and	 splashes	 of	 dog		

piss,	developer’s	posters	envisioned	the	future	in	neat	lines	and	

diagrams. There was a phone number you could ring to discuss 

the price of a space in the sky that hadn’t been built yet. Above 

the	 rim	 of	 the	 hoardings,	 yellow	 excavating	 scoops	 bowed	 on	

hydraulic necks.

A few old warehouses remained on the towpath. Sometimes a 

figure	stood	smoking	in	one	of	their	iron-grilled	doorways,	ghosts	

of fag breaks in times past. Signs on the walls said DANGER, 

DEEP EXCAVATION. Beyond I could hear the chugging of 

the diggers and the crunch of steel on brick. Eventually the wall 

would	come	down	and	a	shiny	corrugated	edifice	would	rise	in	its	

place,	reflecting	fresh	aspects	of	light	onto	the	river.

Month by month the topography of the river’s edge mutated. 

Gaps	appeared	between	buildings	and	quickly	filled	with	cones,	

planks	of	wood,	crumpled	sleeping	bags	and	beer-cans.	Protective	

wooden	hoardings	were	 built	 out	 onto	 the	 towpath,	 narrowing	

the passage. At times I was forced onto strips of path so slender 

I tottered on the water’s edge to let cyclists past. London was 

flowing	 inexorably	 east,	 like	 hot	 lava,	 cooling	 on	 contact	 with	

the	 Lea,	 bulging	 at	 the	 riverside,	 forcing	me	 over.	 I	 could	 feel	

the city’s desperation to burst across and swallow the marshland 

whole. Some mornings a layer of thick mist shrouded the river’s 
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surface,	as	if	the	inert	world	on	the	marsh	side	of	the	water	was	

sublimating	on	contact	with	the	super-heated	city.	

I	could	see	where	previous	layers	of	development	had	cooled,	

especially	 by	 The	Anchor	 and	Hope	 pub,	 a	 Victorian	watering	

hole	near	High	Hill	Ferry,	an	old	river	crossing	point.	Among	the	

cyclists	supping	cask	ales,	jocular	men	in	a	hotchpotch	of	fashions	

from	several	eras	–	bobble	hats,	donkey-jackets,	tracksuits,	garish	

shirts	and	teddy-boy	coats	–	were	dwarfed	by	a	hill	of	1930s	multi-

story	flats	and	newer	municipal	school	buildings.	There	used	to	

be	two	other	pubs	here,	The	Beehive	and	The	Robin	Hood	Tavern.	

They formed a bustling hub at the northern end of Hackney’s own 

Riviera,	 a	popular	East	End	holiday	 resort.	Until	 the	 early	 20th	

Century	 the	 riverside	 from	 the	 Lea	 Bridge	 to	 Springfield	 Park	

enjoyed	 a	 festival	 atmosphere,	 with	 crowds,	 boaters	 and	 stalls	

selling	sweets,	 cockles	and	whelks.	Today	 it’s	 little	more	 than	a	

narrow thoroughfare for cyclists and walkers. The towpath drops 

into	steep,	littered	verges	of	weed,	where	rats	scuttle	and	swans	

nest in islands of sludge.

There’s something heroic about The Anchor and Hope pub 

standing	firm	against	time,	its	drinkers	obstructing	the	commuter	

flow,	while	 its	 environs	 have	 been	 fossilised	 by	 the	pressure	 of	

progress. The Beehive was closed sometime after the Second 

World	War,	 later	 converted	 into	 flats.	 The	 Robin	 Hood	 Tavern	

was	demolished	in	2001.	The	site	was	a	waste-ground	for	several	

years until locals converted it into a community garden. Now a 

pub sign adorned with an image of Robin Hood and Friar Tuck 

overlooks	 a	 driftwood	 bench	 and	 herb	 beds.	A	 flyer	 pinned	 to	

the gate advertises ‘Folk Dancing’. It’s one of many pockets of 

resistance along the Lea’s edge where the past refuses to vanish. 

Beneath	a	railway	arch,	a	smiling	sun	goddess	and	a	green	man	

are	painted	on	Victorian	brick.	In	a	plot	behind	the	rowing	sheds,	

Entropy Junction
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a	scarecrow	watches	over	the	allotments.	Latin	graffiti	daubed	on	

the path by the narrowboat moorings reads Omnia Lumina Fiat 

Lux (‘Let there be light’). Beneath a branch overhanging the river 

a driftwood dragon spins in the breeze. These folklore fragments 

intimate something wild and primal trying to break through the 

veneer of modern Hackney.  

*

It was the school holidays. The sun was hazy warm. I was crossing 

the	 footbridge	 over	 the	 Lea	 from	 the	 marshland	 to	 Millfields	

with	Hendrix,	absorbed	in	my	thoughts,	when	I	neared	a	group	

of young kids milling at the edge of the park. I’m accustomed 

to	bored	teenagers	in	parks,	but	there	was	something	unsettling	

about this scenario. They were all male. There must have been 

twenty boys whispering and jostling in a huddle.

As	I	drew	closer	the	fog	of	self-reflection	lifted.	I	became	aware	

something was about to happen. The boys nervously adjusted 

their jackets. The park crackled with energy. I wanted to turn back 

but	I	was	too	close	now.	The	touchstone	was	lit.	With	a	whoop,	

one of the boys vaulted onto his bike and bolted across the grass 

towards the Lea Bridge Road. The group swarmed after him. I 

was	directly	 in	their	path	but	 they	flowed	past	me	like	I	wasn’t	

there. 

One	boy	said,	‘We’ll	come	at	them	from	three	ways.’

Another reached in his coat.  

‘Come	on!’	shouted	the	lead	boy,	peddling	furiously.	The	pack	

began running at a pace. At the railings they slowed and jeered at 

two	figures	on	bikes	who	jeered	back	from	the	Lea	Bridge	Road.	

Two	gunshots	rang	out.	Screams	filled	the	park.	The	playground	

emptied. Women ducked their children behind trees. Another 
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gunshot,	followed	by	cheers.	The	two	boys	fled	on	their	bikes.	The	

gang	fizzed	by	the	railings,	collectively	deciding	what	to	do	next.	

In	 the	dead	silence	 that	 followed	 the	final	 shots,	 I	 realised	 they	

were	probably	going	to	run	back	the	way	they	came,	brandishing	

weapons. I was the only person wandering in the middle of the 

park.	I	picked	up	the	pace,	hoping	my	camp	speed-walking	would	

not	 be	 considered	 inflammatory.	When	 I	 looked	back,	 the	gang	

had vanished under the Lea Bridge. 

I checked the local papers. There was no report of the incident. 

Nobody died. Nobody got shot. It was another leak of dark 

energy	from	that	fissure	where	tectonic	plates	of	two	worlds	grind	

together in Hackney’s molten borderland. 

Entropy Junction
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In a hot room in Singapore on the 6th of July 2005 the President of 

the	International	Olympics	Committee,	Jacques	Rogge,	announced	

that	London	had	won	 its	 bid	 to	host	 the	 2012	Olympic	Games.	

The	 British	 delegation	 leaped	 for	 joy.	 Meanwhile,	 a	 city	 came	

unglued. A bacchanalian horde celebrated in London’s pubs. 

Jubilant	 citizens	 imagined	 a	 future	 where	 pleasure-domes	 rose	

in	 the	 east;	where	dollars,	 euros	 and	yen	poured	 into	 the	 city’s	

coffers; where specimens of human perfection raced through our 

streets and fucked joyously for the salvation of humankind in a 

Stratford	neo-village.		

Before	the	hangover	set	in	the	following	day,	bombs	tore	apart	

three	underground	trains	and	a	double-decker	bus	on	Tavistock	

Square.	London	fell	to	her	knees	and	wept.	Once	again,	the	spectre	

of	violence	tapped	on	her	shoulder	to	remind	her	of	IRA	attacks,	

the	 Blitz,	 the	 Great	 Fire,	 plague	 pits,	 Viking	 sackings,	 clashing	

prehistoric	beasts,	the	grinding	of	the	earth’s	tectonic	plates	and	

the	lakes	of	fire	that	bubble	beneath	her.	This	city	is	a	pile	of	bricks	

and	mortar	on	shifting	sands.	We	are	only	flesh	and	bone.	Nothing	

II

The Memory of Water
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is safe. 

Three	days	after	the	bombs,	a	crocodile	came	to	the	River	Lea.

It	was	a	peaceful	10th	of	 July,	2005.	A	group	 from	the	 Inland	

Waterways Association travelled by boat up the tidal stretch of the 

Old	River	Lea	from	Stratford	to	Hackney	Marshes.	The	passengers	

included Mark Gallant of the Lea Rivers Trust and ecologist Annie 

Chase. They were making an assessment of the Lower Lea Valley 

before	work	began	on	the	Olympic	site.	As	they	sailed	up	the	the	

river,	they	started	noticing	weird	holes	in	the	river	banks.

Holes	 aside,	 everything	 seemed	 as	 normal.	 Moorhens	 and	

coots paddled in the waters. A heron preened itself on the bank. A 

Canada	goose	drifted	across	the	bow	of	the	boat.	Then,	suddenly,	

it vanished beneath the water. In less than a second the bird was 

gone. All that remained were concentric ripples on the surface. 

The shocked crew waited in vain for the goose to reappear. Soon 

it dawned on them. 

It was murder. 

Mark Gallant later told the BBC: ‘I felt responsible for these 

people	and	I	wasn't	about	to	go	over	and	investigate,	or	get	too	

close	–	put	 it	 that	way.’	He	added:	 ‘Whatever	 that	 thing	was,	 it	

had to be big’

There are many predators in England’s waterways. Pikes. 

Otters.	Catfish.	Escaped	 terrapins.	But	 in	 this	 case	 the	finger	 of	

suspicion pointed to a crocodile. Could such a beast lurk in the 

Lea? 

Journalists from the East London and West Sussex Guardian 

went	to	find	out.	Lacking	the	essential	tracking	skills	of	modern	

crocodile	 hunters,	 they	 discovered	 nothing.	 They	 called	 on	 the	

services	of	Mark	O’Shea,	a	television	herpetologist.	After	his	own	

investigation he suggested that the culprit could be a discarded 

pet caiman or ‘a large pike’. 

The Memory of Water
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Gallant said: ‘I'm sceptical about the idea it could be a pike. . . 

I	would've	thought	if	it	was	a	pike,	there	would	have	been	a	bit	

more of a struggle. The way this thing disappeared was almost 

instantaneous.’

This story could have died along with the Canada goose. But 

on the 13th December 2011 the beast returned. Mike Wells was 

having a cup of coffee with a friend on the deck of his boat when 

he	saw	a	‘goose	go	vertically	down	–	in	the	space	of	half	a	second	

it had gone’. He estimated the weight of the bird to be around 7kg. 

This	wasn’t	something	a	fish	could	pluck	from	the	surface	like	an	

insect. He told reporters: ‘It was pretty surprising the speed with 

which	it	disappeared	–	and	it	didn't	come	back	up.’

In	the	rising	heat	of	Olympic	fever,	the	story	hit	the	mainstream	

press. A Daily Mail headline screamed: 

Killer beast stalks Olympic Park as experts fear alligator or 

python is on the loose. 

The Mail described whatever was in the Lea as a ‘mysterious 

giant	creature’.	They	reminded	readers,	‘The	number	of	swans	on	

the	river	and	waterways	near	the	newly-built	£9bn	Olympic	Park	

is also dropping.’

They	 were	 wrong,	 of	 course.	 What	 lurks	 in	 the	 Lea	 isn’t	 a	

crocodile. What was seen in the rippled surface after the goose 

disappeared	was	 a	 reflection	 of	 those	 human	 faces,	 terrified	 of	

what	 lies	 beneath	 the	 city,	 wild,	 ancient	 and	 unstoppable.	 The	

memory of water.

*

The Memory of Water
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The Thames cuts a lonely swathe through maps of contemporary 

London. She’s one of the last visible remnants of a natural 

landscape lost beneath concrete and steel. She trails sadly through 

the megalopolis like a party ribbon hanging from the back of a 

crashed wedding limousine. 

It wasn’t always this way. In the past the Thames enjoyed 

the	 company	 of	many	 tributaries	 including	 the	 Fleet,	 the	 Effra,	

the	 Tyburn,	 the	 Westbourne,	 Walbrook,	 Falconbrook,	 Stamford	

Brook	and	Counter’s	Creek.	These	rivers	have	been	bricked	up,	

turned	into	sewers,	forced	underground.	The	40	mile	long	Lee	is	

one	of	the	few	to	stand	firm	against	the	insatiable	city	as	it	spreads	

east.	 She	 begins	 life	 in	 the	 Chiltern	 Hills	 at	 Leagrave,	 flows	

South	 through	Ware,	 Cheshunt,	Waltham	Abbey,	 Enfield	 Lock,	

Tottenham,	Clapton,	Hackney	Marsh,	Hackney	Wick,	 Stratford,	

Bromley-by-Bow,	Canning	Town	and	finally	Leamouth	where	she	

pours into the Thames. 

In the lower Lea Valley the river carves a border between the 

modern	boroughs	of	Hackney,	Leyton	and	Waltham	Forest,	and	

the historical counties of Middlesex and Essex. Between the 9th 

and	11th	Centuries	AD,	the	Lea	was	the	frontier	between	Saxon	

England and Danish Viking territory. The Danish Vikings had 

established	 a	 foothold	 in	 East	 and	 North	 England	 in	 865AD,	

carrying	 out	 raids	 on	 the	 Saxons,	 looting	 villages	 and	 stealing	

livestock.	 To	 keep	 the	 peace,	 King	Alfred	 signed	 a	 treaty	 with	

King	 Guthrum	 agreeing	 a	 border	 which	 stretched	 from	 the	

Thames	up	the	Lea,	then	up	the	Ouse	to	the	ancient	track	known	

as Watling Street. This border became known as the Danelaw. The 

Saxons would stay to the South and West of the Lea. The Danes 

would	keep	to	their	patch	to	the	North	and	the	East.	The	Vikings,	

however,	were	a	notoriously	restless	bunch.	In	894AD	the	Lea	was	

wide	 enough	 for	 a	 fleet	 to	 sail	 as	 far	 as	Ware	 in	Hertfordshire,	
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their	 ships	 adorned	 with	 images	 of	 dragons,	 banners	 bearing	

ravens,	 the	 crew	 hungry	 for	 pillage.	 Saxon	 legend	 has	 it	 that	

Alfred	responded	by	draining	lower	reaches	of	the	river,	cutting	

off the water channel at Waltham and stranding the enemy.

This was only the beginning of human meddling with the Lea. 

Over	 the	 centuries	 artificial	 channels	have	 sapped	her	 strength.

She’s	been	diverted	through	mills,	forced	into	filter	beds,	hemmed	

into reservoirs and siphoned away by factories. In the 18th 

Century the process of canalisation began. A series of cuts and 

locks aided the transportation of grain and building materials into 

the city. Like a harpooned sperm whale at the mercy of hunters 

the Lea grew slower with every blow. Each new drainage channel 

was	 a	 slashed	 artery	 leaching	 her	 lifeblood.	Her	wounds	 filled	

with silt and her heart clogged with oil spewed from industrial 

barges.	 Slower	 she	moved,	her	 vision	narrowing,	until	 she	was	

flanked	 on	 both	 sides	 by	 timber,	 concrete	 and	 iron.	 By	 the	 end	

of	 the	 industrial	 revolution,	 the	 Lea	 had	 been	 forced	 into	 the	

servitude	of	London,	her	curvy	lines	straightened,	her	naturally	

wayward character repressed and conditioned by the demands of 

the metropolis. 

Today	the	river	remains	a	repository	of	the	city’s	filth,	riddled	

with	 faecal	 e-coli	 and	 human	 effluence.	 Water	 from	 washing	

machines,	toilets	and	baths	in	London’s	many	poorly	connected	

homes	flows	directly	into	the	river.	Oil	 leakage	from	millions	of	

cars and trucks is washed into the water during heavy rain.  

The stretch of river between the Lea Bridge weir and the bridge 

to	 the	Middlesex	filter	beds,	 is	one	of	 the	most	visibly	polluted	

sections	of	the	canal.	The	oil	and	shit	is	joined	by	a	flow	of	.	.	.

The Memory of Water
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 beer cans   cigarette packets

vodka	bottles	 								hubcaps														flip-flops	 naan	bread

	 surgical	gloves	 	 pro-biotic	yoghurt	cartons

party balloons  vomit    shampoo bottles 

fried chicken boxes Styrofoam containers  tyres

 

 nappies   carrier bags         fake tan canisters

shopping trolleys   decomposing rats

In	 the	 summer,	 sewage	 and	 duckweed	 form	 black	 pustules	 on	

the	 surface,	 bubbling	 in	 the	midday	 sun,	 the	 air	 curdling	with	

the	 stench	of	 faeces.	The	geese,	 swans,	ducks,	 coots,	moorhens,	

gulls and crows of the Lea aren’t put off by this pollution. They’re 

too addicted to the abundant supply of food alongside the parks. 

People	 throw	 bread	 into	 the	 water,	 scatter	 crumb	 trails	 on	 the	

towpaths,	abandon	takeaways	on	the	grass	or	stuff	their	leftovers	

into tiny park bins. By morning the foxes have scattered the 

bounty	wide.	Thanks	to	a	perpetual	banquet	of	processed	food,	the	

wild	birds	are	 junkies,	hooked	on	white	flour,	salt	and	chemical	

treatment	agents,	bonded	to	the	towpath	by	their	addiction.	They	

nest	 among	 cans,	 bottles	 and	 bags,	 unheeding	 of	 the	 squalor.	

Geese	stalk	towpath	users,	begging	for	a	scrap,	eyes	milky	with	

humiliation. These are the tortured guardians of the threshold. 

Occasionally,	 skeletal	blue	boats	with	names	 like	Taranchewer 

go	to	work,	dragging	rubbish	from	the	canal	with	a	conveyor	belt.	

In	the	six	months	before	the	Olympics	2012,	these	craft	worked	on	
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overdrive and the Lea was miraculously cleansed. You could see 

your	face	in	it	–	without	your	face	being	superimposed	with	kebab	

meat	and	a	can	of	Old	Jamaica	Ginger	Beer.	It	didn’t	last.	Within	

a month of the Closing Ceremony a sofa bobbed against the weir 

among	a	mush	of	algae,	bottles	and	cans.

But the Lea is irrepressible. She’s not like those other tributaries 

which submitted to the tide of concrete. She isn’t broken so easily. 

It’s	 at	 the	Lea	Bridge	weir,	where	 the	 effects	of	 canalisation	are		

most	evident,	that	something	remarkable	happens.	The	Lea	splits	

into	two.	One	part	of	her	flows	towards	Stratford	in	an	artificial	

cut known as the Lee Navigation. The other plunges into Hackney 

Marshes,	where	she	reconnects	with	a	deeper	chronology,	before	

the	city,	before	people,	when	monsters	hunted	on	her	banks.

She remembers herself.

The transformation is instantaneous. The water slides down 

the weir and foams at the bottom of the drop. Thick curls of 

oxygenated white spin down a green gulley where umbrellas of 

giant	hogweed	loom.	Trees	bow	at	her	passing,	trailing	leaves	in	

her	current.	Joyously	she	flows	beneath	a	cast-iron	pipe,	twirling	

round	rocky	islets,	swelling	and	spilling	over	muddy	slopes.	She	

burbles and bubbles. She breathes again. 

Bream,	 chub,	 carp,	 roach,	 eel,	 and	 flounder	 return	 to	 her	

shallows	 to	 spawn.	 Kingfishers	 and	 dragonflies	 dance	 on	 her	

fringe.	 Herons,	 cormorants,	 coots,	 moorhens	 and	 gulls	 gather	

on	her	rocks.	In	autumn,	teal,	tufted	duck,	and	gadwell	fly	from	

Siberia and Scandinavia to pay their homage. Dogs crash into her 

in	 search	of	 sticks.	Fishermen	huddle	around	small	fires	on	her	

banks and stare at her lovingly. 

There are other signs of human devotion to this stretch of river. 

A	 kingfisher	 is	 spray-painted	 on	 the	 outflow	 of	 a	 flood	 relief	

channel	where	 it	 joins	 the	river,	celebrating	the	return	to	nature	

The Memory of Water
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of	 prodigal	 water.	 On	 a	 concrete	 wall	 nearby,	 a	 mutant	 bird	

with	 three	eyes	and	 ice	cream	cone-shaped	beak	caricatures	 the	

degenerate creatures of the canalised Lee. These animal totems 

have never been whitewashed by the council. They understand 

that	 the	old	 river	 can	 look	after	herself.	What	 she	wants,	 stays.	

What	she	doesn’t	want,	she	forcibly	ejects.	

When heavy rains come she swells into the trees and shrugs 

her rubbish onto their branches. When the waters subside she 

leaves	behind	a	sarcastic	parade	of	blue	flags,	polythene	streamers	

and	bottle-top	 confetti.	 The	 further	 she	flows	 through	Hackney	

Marsh’s	woodland	 of	 poplars,	 oak,	maple,	 ash	 and	 blackthorn,	

the more proterozoic the Lea becomes. Her banks get wider and 

blacker	with	mud.	Dead	branches	 jut	 from	 the	 surface,	 creating	

eddies	that	catch	your	peripheral	vision,	as	if	something	has	been	

dragged	beneath	the	water.	Trees	stagger	into	her,	trunks	warped	

and split. The air clags with rotten vegetation as swarms of midges 

form	question	marks.	Dock	leaves	the	size	of	whale	tongues	flop	

from	forests	of	nettles.	Nature	seeps	from	a	deep	fissure	beneath	

the	riverbed,	threatening	to	subsume	you	and	pull	you	down	into	

the earth. 

As the old river arcs past the site of Dick Turpin’s long 

demolished	 watering	 hole,	 The	 White	 House,	 towards	 Temple	

Mills,	 she	 runs	 temptingly	 clear,	 sand	 and	 stone	 sparkling	 on	

the	 river	 bed,	 geese	 racing	 over	 tendrils	 of	 green	 weed.	 Here	

the tarmac footpath ends. To continue walking on the riverside 

towards	 the	 Olympic	 Park,	 you	 must	 duck	 through	 a	 shaggy	

tunnel	of	weeping	willow,	strewn	with	motoring	paraphernalia:	

number	 plates,	 driving	 licenses,	 car	 log	 books,	 and	 torn	 MOT	

certificates.	 The	 path	 ends	 at	 a	 wall	 of	 bush	 which	 forces	 you	

away	from	the	river,	up	an	 incline.	At	 the	 top	you	stand	on	the	

edge	of	 a	 crossing	over	 the	A12,	 confronted	with	 a	view	of	 the	
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Olympic	 stadia,	 flyovers	 and	 the	 Westfield	 Shopping	 Centre	

like	a	concrete	layer	cake.	Here	you	straddle	a	paper-thin	border	

between	London’s	 future	 and	 that	dark,	 primal	memory	which	

flows	beneath	the	city	and	bubbles,	occasionally,	to	the	surface	in	

the	Old	River	Lea.

It’s no surprise that it was on this stretch of water that the boat 

passengers	 saw	 a	 goose	 killed	 by	 a	 crocodile	 –	 a	 terrapin	 –	 an	

otter	–	a	pike.	Whatever	it	was,	it	tells	you	everything	you	need	

to	know	about	the	Old	River.	She’s	the	city’s	amygdale.	She’s	the	

wild nature threatening to burst through the cracks in our streets. 

She’s	the	insubordinate	river,	resisting	London’s	spread,	refusing	

assimilation.  

When	 the	 human	 project	 fails,	when	 London	 lies	 in	 ruins,	 it	

will be the old Lea who leads the great river rebellion. Rise! she’ll 

cry,	arise! From Dagenham to Hounslow the rivers of London will 

burst	free	from	their	subterranean	prisons,	spilling	crocodiles	onto	

the	streets	to	feast	on	the	last	survivors,	engulfing	the	lowlands,	

swallowing up old marshes and turning parks into new marshes. 

Brooks will become streams. Streams will become rivers. Those 

rivers	will	 connect	with	 each	 other	 like	 re-awakening	 synapses	

until	they	form	a	single	aquatic	consciousness.	She	will	remember	

a	time	before	her	humiliation	at	the	hands	of	humankind,	when	

the	waters	of	the	world	were	united	as	one,	and	the	land	was	a	

lonely continent.
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