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iWith their heads lowered, they made their way along the well-worn path, amid
the rumbling of factories. Then, after two hundred yards, without thinking, as

if they had known the place all along, they turned left, still keeping silent, and
came out into an empty terrain. There, between a mechanical sawmill and a
button works, was a strip of meadow still remaining, with patches of scorched
yellow grass; a goat, tied to a post, walked round in circles bleating; further
on a dead tree crumbled in the hot sun. 0Really,6 Gervaise murmured, oyouid
believe you were in the countryside...6 i

Vestiges of the underlying landscape survive in many gaps in the built fabric
of the lower Lea valley, a swathe of formerly marshy ground which cuts
through Londonis East End. The valley is traversed by the meandering and
diverging arms of the river, which converge into a single course atThree Mills
before feeding into theThames opposite the Greenwich peninsula. Wilderness
maintains a slight but tenacious toe-hold there, side by side with a mix of
industrial uses, from recycling, through light engineering and construction,
to warehousing, wholesale storage and distribution. Whether you stumble
across the clumps of willow near the scrap metal yard on Marshgate Lane,
the silver birch and reeds around Bromley Gas Works, or the tidal mudbanks
and scrubby river edge surrounding the food factory at Orchard Place,

this vestigial landscape always has the same force of surprise as in Zolais
description.

As the examples just mentioned suggest, the vestigial landscape of the
lower Lea is almost invariably to be found in or around areas of industry. For
it seems that there is a curious symbiosis existing between industry and
wilderness. Industry seems to tolerate wild nature to an extent that neither
habitation nor cultivation do; and wilderness more or less tolerates industry,
the more so as polluting industries relocate or reduce their direct noxious
emissions.

The presence of industry on the Lea derives from a straightforward functional
relationship with the river, a relation which is more abundantly evident in the
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other tidal creeks which line the eastern reaches of theThames, at Barking,
Dartford and (on the Swale) Sittingbourne, where the spread of housing has
not yet blurred the picture. The sequence is more or less the same across
these different locations, moving from: harnessing the river or tide for power;
to the use of the creek for heavy freight deliveries, most signipcantly of coal,
to use of the creek for drainage of industrial or chemical waste; to designation
(generally bounded on at least one side by railway lines) as an industrial zone,
steering unrelated activities into the area; to the eclipse of the waterways by
the road network, turning what had been the front gate into a neglected back
zone.

The altering match between industrial uses and creekside locations is
accompanied by an enduring mismatch between large, geometric buildings
and compounds designed to optimise the use of the plot with the irregular
topography of river meanders and the implacable lines of transport
infrastructures. The result of these encounters are pockets of land which

by casual agency or benign neglect have grown a mixed plant-life worthy of
a meadow. These are complemented by the river and its banks, whose food
chain of plants, insects, psh and birds is sustained on the bed of alluvial mud
and the texture of the embankments, which varies from the hospitable, in the
form of a sloped earth bank, via stone walls, to the distinctly inhospitable
sheet pilingSecond Nature

I R

To the careful observer, the relationship between wilderness and industry
goes beyond tolerance, towards a visual or even moral contrast. This is
clariped by a passage in Balzacis 0Lost Illusionso, describing the yards at the
rear of the shops in Parisi\Wooden Galleries:

ithere was a space two or three feet wide in which vegetated the strangest
botanical specimens - unknown to science - mingled with the varied, no less
yourishing products of industry. Waste sheets of print hung round the tops
of rose-trees in such a way that those yowers of rhetoric drew some scent
from the stunted blooms in this untended garden watered only with fetid
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liquids. The foliage was beyowered with multi-coloured ribbons or book
prospectuses. Vegetation was stiyed by the yotsam and jetsam of fashion;
you might pnd a bow of ribbon or a tuft of verdure, and you were disillusioned
about the blossom you were inclined to admire when you found that what you
thought was a dahlia was really a loop of satini.?

At a turning point in his novel tracing the decline of a naive provincial poet
into a hack journalist, Balzac uses the description of a backyard as an allegory
of the deceptions and corruptions of city life: where vanity and malice, in the
form of fashion and journalism, rear their heads, where the artipcial stiyes the
natural and renders it barren. His moral perspective in relation to the cityis
corrupting inyuence on the soul is conventional to the point of commonplace;
however, the poetic sensibility with which Balzac expresses this moral

is strikingly novel, evoking an urban ésecond natured in which natural and
artipcial are irretrievably entwined.

The coexistence of the iBig BreakfastiTV studio with the violent shredding
of scrap metal and the salt habitat of the cormorant in the Lea valley updates
this vision, creating a landscape where representation - Balzacis mix of
vanity and semblance - the base of the chain of production and an (almost)
primordial wilderness confront one another. This is fundamentally different
to the findustrial landscapei of sublime scale and artipce, characterised by
the heavy industries of coal, steel and large-scale manufacturing. There are
vantage points, raised above the ground level, where the sporadic wilderness
disappears from view and the valley takes on a harsh or even brutal aspect,
the ground a sea of metal sheds and scrap metal, interspersed with metallic
trees and copses in the form of pylons and gasholders. At ground level,
however, artipcial and natural landscapes interact to a surprising degree, and
the creeping colonisation of the valley by hard, synthetic materials seems

to be held in check, even reversed by resurgent wilderness. With the busy
infrastructure corridors on either side screening the valley from intrusion,
these moments where vegetation and metal interweave, where neglected
landscapes and unloved buildings abut one another, seem to embody a
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