Tidal treasure
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The ice skates were the most curious of all the items on
the shelf of lost and found. There were a pair of them
and they looked new, Colgate white in the early evening
sunlight and primly propped amid the clutter of
discoloured things: mobile phones, a hairdryer and the
worn face of a nine of spades. Pulled from the river, with
the blade guards still on, they were now kept by the
guardians of the creek in an outdoor trophy cabinet that
all the explorers pass by on their way to the water’s edge.
Someone in our group joked that maybe they had
once belonged to an Olympic medal hopeful who had
come to the creek to bury their disappointments. But
with the ebb and flow of the tide, there is little that this
city is able to hide here. The urban neighbourhood, with
all its miseries, debris and wildflowers, is of little concern,
and these waters have their own agenda.
This is Deptford Creek, and it was here long before
the fishermen, shipbuilders and dockers forged industries
in its landscape. A deep, mile-long ford gave its name to
the place. It’s a wild river, a tidal river, seven metres high
at times, and the meeting point for many characters.
The silt-laden, salty waters of the North Sea and the
Thames flow here twice a day. And then at low tide,
the creek belongs to the clear, fresh waters of the River
Ravensbourne – an 11-mile tributary that springs from
a well just south of Bromley town centre.
It is at these times, when the water levels fall, that the
riverbed provides the opportunity for adventure. And here
we are, the night before the summer solstice, with waders
on and long wooden poles to steady our footing, and
about to explore the only creek in London that
can be walked by man – the others being too
short or muddy to contemplate.
Our guide, Nick, prepares us for our
baptism as he leads us to the riverbed. His long
beard and hair are flying high with the warm
June breeze. “It’s a wild river,” he says. “It
might be constrained by manmade walls, but
the water is entirely wild. Things shift around
you. And it is slippery. Go a foot down in the
mud and you are stuck.” We trample down
the steep path, over the jagged stones, our
poles striking the firm earth underneath. We
head past grasses and then past angelica and
hemlock water dropwort: botanical signals,
we learn, that we are leaving dry land.
Nick is one of the guardians of the
creek and a founding father of Creekside
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Discovery Centre, an educational resource run from a
purpose-built wooden classroom near the water’s edge
that offers outdoor activities, field study and a year-round
programme of walks to allow visitors to experience local
wildlife, ecology and history. “The whole idea is to
connect people with the river,” says Nick, who has lived
locally for more than 30 years. “There are lots and lots
of people living here who are totally unaware that there
is a creek running through it.”
It is now 10 years since the centre was founded to
protect and regenerate Deptford Creek after the
surrounding area underwent significant change during
the late 1990s (a process that continues today), largely
as a result of the development of the Docklands Light
Railway. At the time, the creek was considered to be no
more than a final resting place for shopping trolleys and
rubbish that had been flushed in after heavy rainfall. But
ecological surveys were fruitful, revealing a diversity of
aquatic and terrestrial communities living within the
main channel, as well as in the foreshore, river walls and
surrounding land; the botanical survey alone revealed
150 species of wild flower. Today, there are pairs of grey
wagtails – “kings of the creek”, as Nick calls them –
nesting here, while kingfishers, herons, great crested
grebes and cormorants are regular visitors to the water
to hunt flounder, eel, sea bass and Chinese mitten crab.
The flow of the tide through the creek between the
Thames and its tributaries – the Ravensbourne, Quaggy
and Pool – is essential to the area’s ecology. It is on the
energy of these tides that shoals of flounder make it into
the creek from their birthplace in the North
Sea. With every
city-bound tide
they manage to push
a few miles on,
resting in the mud
when it turns. “The
creek is an important
nursery for flounder,”
says Nick. “When
they arrive here, they
are tiny and transparent.
They spend the
summers here feeding
and growing. After they
leave, we get huge
numbers of goby who
come here to feed
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before going back to the estuary in winter.”
The algae keep time at the creek. At the height of
But the surveys revealed something else: that the
summer they spread fast up the walls that run along the
shopping trolleys are an important feature of the
banks of the water, covering it like brilliant, emerald green
riverscape. In the first cleanup by volunteers back in the
wallpaper. In autumn they turn the colour of burnt
late 1990s, 400 trolleys were removed in just one weekend;
mustard. “You can tell the time of year here just by
but when the Environment Agency compared the
looking at the algae,” says Steven, a long-time volunteer
number of fish in the creek from before and after the
at the Creekside Centre. “They’re seasonal. The colours
trolleys had been removed, it found that the marine
around here are constantly shifting. In winter, after the
population had halved. “The creek is now only a quarter
algae have died, the waterscape is monochrome and bleak,
of the width that it was in Roman times,” explains Nick.
but it has its own kind of beauty then.”
“So over the years it has lost natural features like reedbeds,
We scour the riverbed, our eyes fixed on the search for
which provided hiding places for fish and for small
treasure. Credit cards, an asylum seeker’s ID card, plastic
invertebrates looking to hide from the bigger fish that
bottle openers and a child’s plastic dinosaur are salvaged
come looking for food at high tide. So maybe they’re an
from the mud. Then we spot a limp, pale crab, floating free
eyesore, but we now control what we take away. The
on the current. “Is it dead?” I ask, as it manages to evade
rubbish is important for a lot of the animals living here.”
being scooped up out of the water. We gather round Nick
Legs swish through water as we make our way south
like primary school children, eager for knowledge and
and uphill along the riverbed, against the flow of the
uninhibited by our collective ignorance.
water. Two swifts make long arches through the clear sky
Nick lays the crab flat in his palm and holds it up for
overhead as they hunt in the dusk for insects. It’s a
us all to see. We peer at it, inquisitive. “Is it dead?” he
picture of calm, but a week
repeats to the group. We cannot
earlier heavy storms would
agree. “It’s an old skin,
The best time to look
have seen our group
abandoned by its owner,”
shoulder high with water.
he says. “At this time of year
at the river is in the
“There are times when the
crabs eat as much as they can
summer months, at four
river is really dangerous, and
and shed their skin as much
it is roaring after rainfall,”
as they can.” He turns the
in the morning
says Nick. “There’s a saying
shell over to show us its
that rain is good weather for
“escape hatch”, through which
ducks, but it’s not necessarily the case. Last week
it pulls itself free – legs, claws, eyes and all. “How
our mallard was down to just one duckling and the
long does a crab live?” someone asks. “Good question,”
geese were down to one gosling. The rest of the chicks
says Nick. “I don’t know for sure, but they probably reach
were washed away.”
breeding age when they are three or four years old.”
All around us are signs of the recent torrents, and of
After almost two hours we make our way back
water’s capacity to change the landscape – even here, in
downhill to where we started. Nick hands around nets
this cityscape crisscrossed and edged with solid,
and shows us how to catch things. Mimicking him, we
immovable things such as train tracks, railings and bridges.
kick the mud for a few seconds, and wait to see what the
On the walls, the vegetation droops down, as if it were still
water offers us. We are all eager to see what each of us has
imagining the weight of the water upon it and bending
caught. Handfuls of shrimp come easily, but then someone
to the ghost of its will. The mud along the banks is rippled
lands a baby flounder and there is a commotion. It gets
with fissures, formed during high tidal currents.
tipped quickly on to the tray of water wedged close by
“London is coastal,” says Nick. “People forget that.
on the bank, so that we can survey it without drowning
We say that Brighton is London-on-Sea, but London
it in the air. Again, we all peer in, watching it stay close to
is on the sea. That’s why the Romans founded the city
the edges of the tray like a nervous ice skater at the edges
where it is, as the Thames allowed them to move ships
of a rink. “That is so cool,” says one member of the group.
up into the heart of England.”
“How big do they get?” says another. “As big as your
But water has the capacity for peace too. A fellow
plate,” says Nick. I wonder if there’s much difference for
walker, Fergie, lives in an apartment overlooking the creek
him between the adult and children’s classes. I suspect not.
at Mumford Mills, a former Victorian flour mill. We pass
“Say goodbye to the river,” he says, as we emerge from
by his window on our journey south on the river’s path
the water on to the land. We head back up the hill, and
towards Lewisham. His partner, Nikki, loves to watch the
once again pass by the cabinet of rescued things – the
water at night. “The best time to look at the river is in the
symbol of all the stories we do not understand about
summer months, at four in the morning,” she tells me.
the water, and never will. And then back we go to the
“The colours are amazing. The water has a green glow
world of adults, to a place where the game is all about
to it because of the light reflecting off of the algae.”
pretending to know.
54

55

