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Flower power
How one man helped create an oasis

Gerry Clegg was fed up. Fed up with looking out at 
the garden where he lives in Cherry Close - a tidy 
low-rise development of social housing off Beulah 
Road - and seeing nothing but shrubs. Boring, 
green shrubs. 

“It was completely overgrown,” Gerry says. “The 
usual council ground cover they plant so it’s easy 
to maintain. It was just spreading out. It was 
depressing coming out in the morning and there in 
the garden, no colour at all. Just these bushes.”

Gerry, 65 years old and now retired from his job at 
the Queen Elizabeth Conference Centre, decided 
that unless he did something, the dull green 
shrubbery was going to outlive him. So he took 
it upon himself to contact the council and ask if 
they’d work with him to create a proper garden; 
somewhere he and the other residents might 
actually want to spend some time. Surprisingly, in 
these days of austerity and slashed budgets, the 
council agreed to help.

“It was a tremendous amount of work,” Gerry says, 
recalling that because the shrubs’ roots ran so 
deep, it was back-breaking work to get them out. 
But once that was started, the council team came 
out to help. “And to give the council their due, 
every bit I did the council did as much,” he says.

With Gerry leading the way, and the council 
providing staff and funding from its beautification 
scheme, the garden at Cherry Close has been 
transformed. 

There’s now a fenced-in area that’s been laid to 
lawn, bordered with colourfully planted beds, 
seating areas as well as an adjacent raised bed 
housing a thriving vegetable plot. Since the 

makeover, Gerry says the residents – 80 per cent 
of whom are social housing tenants – are spending 
much more time in the garden and even helping 
keep things shipshape.

“It’s not always easy convincing people to help 
but in the end several of the tenants have pitched 
in and often it’s the people you least expect who 
lend a hand,” he says. “We even have a head slug 
catcher, a young boy named Pressley who can often 
be heard shouting out ‘I got another one for you 
today Gerry’.”

Besides buying new stock for the beds with money 
raised by selling wooden planters that Gerry 
makes, the garden has ended up being a home for 
‘orphans’, with people donating plants that they 
don’t want or ones that just aren’t thriving in their 
current home.The garden has been such a success 
that Gerry already now has plans to replace more 
of the remaining ground cover shrubbery with new 
flower beds. And, according to Gerry, the new 
garden has been such a success, it was even used 
recently as a selling point when one of the privately 
owned flats went up for sale. Result!
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Young at heart
Hub gets funding for teens & seniors

The Waltham Forest Community Hub in Orford 
Road is extending its youth work in the borough 
thanks to a successful application to BBC Children 
in Need. The grant of almost £100,000 will be 
used to fund a three year youth empowerment 
programme dubbed ‘Stow Youth in Action’. 

Hub manger Monwara Ali says the grant is a real 
coup for the centre. She says, “There is huge 
competition for funding from BBC Children in 
Need, which is why we were overjoyed. Waltham 
Forest as a borough fares badly in receiving grant 
funding from major funders such as Big Lottery, 
Heritage Lottery and Comic Relief, in comparison to 
other boroughs. It is very unusual for organisations 
of our size to be successful in getting such a 
substantial grant.”  

The project will add to the hub’s youth work already 
taking place at its Orfrod Road centre by setting up 
youth groups in three new areas: Hoe Street Ward, 
William Morris Ward and the Priory Court. Monwara 
says the neighbourhoods served by the new project 
were chosen, “because they were identified as 
areas with high levels of deprivation, where there is 
very little provision for youth”. 

The programmes will operate three days a week 
and use the expertise of youth workers to engage 
with people aged 11-18. 

They will use one-to-one mentoring and structured 
activities such as life skills classes to try to reach 
people who are identified as troubled and requiring 
high levels of support. And as a way of steering 

the older kids aged 16 and over away from gang 
activity, there will be a focus on learning and 
volunteering opportunities.

The hub’s youth work is, according to Monwara, a 
result of increasing need. “Waltham Forest,  
like many other London boroughs, has had to  
make drastic cuts to its spending and sadly this 
has had a really big impact on youth services. Even 
though small charities like us don’t have huge 
capacity, we can often do the most meaningful  
work with challenging young people who are 
struggling to survive.”   

The Hub has also had funding approved that will be 
aimed at the other end of the age scale. Close to 
£14,000 from the Sport Relief - Evening Standard 
Dispossessed Fund is going to pay for weekly 
sessions for older people living in sheltered housing 
schemes. It was recently launched with a coach 
trip to Woburn Safari Park, and since September 
the hub has been running a weekly social club for 
seniors at the Vestry House Museum. The sessions 
– from 2-4pm every Thursday – are also involving 
young people from the area as volunteers so, 
as Monwara puts it, “stereotypes held by each 
generation about the other can be challenged”  

As always in the age of funding applications, the 
money will only support the activiites for a set 
amount of time but Monwara hopes “the project 
will encourage further support from the local 
community so that we can find a way of making it 
sustainable in the longer term”.
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Walthamstow 
Village in Bloom

By Helen Lerner

Gold for the Village
At the London in Bloom awards in Richmond on 
21 September, Walthamstow Village was awarded 
its fifth Gold Award. Just over the Waltham Forest 
border off Ferry Lane, Hale Village, Haringey was 
also awarded Gold and scooped this year’s Best 
London Village, which was well deserved. It is great 
to see a developer incorporating green spaces, 
planting and wild areas into their design, and 
encouraging residents to join together and form a 
community through horticulture.  

Congratulations to our sister group Cleveland Park 
(Cleveland Park Crescent, Avenue and Vintry Mews) 
led by Ralph Meanley with Roy Messenger and 
Helen Jackson, who achieved a well-deserved Gold 
in the Our Community category and Outstanding in 
the It’s Your Neighbourhood category. 

Walthamstow Marshes led by Lee Valley Regional 
Park Authority was awarded a Gold and won the 
Large Conservation Area category.   

On our marking sheet, London judges Geraldine 
King and Martin Kalacher said, “The Village 
very much have earned their award and it was a 
pleasure to judge high standards of horticulture that 
addressed conservation, local history, sustainability 
and environmental responsibility. This could not 
be achieved without the support of a dedicated 
community who demonstrated their keenness to 
share ideas, be involved and be proud of ‘their 
village’.”

There were special mentions for Gerard Clegg and 
his work transforming the Cherry Close Community 
Garden in Eden Road, the Walthamstow Village 
Window Gallery’s ‘Village in Bloom’ display, the 
Village Veg Allotment and Mr and Mrs Martin’s 
garden in Church Lane. The full marking sheet can 

be viewed on our Walthamstow Village in Bloom 
Facebook page and at www.walthamstowvillage.net 

We’ll see on Friday 14 October how we did 
nationally when Helen, Teresa, Caroline, Jakob and 
John attend the Britain in Bloom national awards in 
Birmingham. Fingers crossed! 

And we’re not the only Village group awaiting 
results. On 13 October the London Gardens Society 
(LGS) is holding its London Almshouse Gardens’ 
Competition awards at the Guildhall where 
Walthamstow & Chingford Almshouse Charity’s 
Mary Squires Almshouses, Monoux Hall and Collard 
Court are each shortlisted for a variety of gardening 
awards. Good luck WCAC!

We present our local Front Garden & Beautiful 
Premises Challenge certificates on Monday 17 
October at the WVRA AGM at 8pm, after the main 
business, so do come along to collect yours, if you 
entered. We are looking for a dedicated someone 
to join us and, with our support, to take on the 
running of the 2017 Challenges, encourage more 
residents to take pride in their front gardens and to 
help run window box and hanging basket planting 
workshops. If you would like to be that someone, 
please contact us. 

We are grateful to Waltham Forest Council for 
providing lamppost flower baskets and they have 
promised to install them in Orford Road. Thanks 
to Neighourhood Officers Brian Ellick and Fred 
Angove who helped to prepare the Village for 
judging and to WF contractor Urbaser who, led by 
Cllr Clyde Loakes, at the eleventh hour did clear the 
street weeds and sweep the streets along the actual 
judging route, although this needs to be done 
year-round on a regular basis, and for all roads. 
Thanks to WF and contractor Riney for repairing the 
brickwork of the damaged planter on the junction 
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of Beulah Road and Grosvenor Rise East, albeit 
too late for judging day. We only just scraped a 
Gold award by two marks this year and it wasn’t 
through lack of work on the community’s part. We 
will continue to address the ongoing problems with 
street cleaning. 

As a community, we have all worked exceptionally 
hard this year and thank each and every one of 
you who attended gardening days, evenings and 
events, put up displays, volunteered at clean-up 
events, watered tree-pits, flowerbeds and trees, 
adopted planters, organised activities and helped 
on the two judging days, and thanks too to our 
generous main sponsors BEE17, Fullers Builders 
and the Village Spar. Believe us, your help is 
invaluable and the Village would fall into wrack and 
ruin without us all pulling together!

As a little thank you we are organizing an outing 
on Sunday 16 October at 10am till 12pm for 20 
volunteers to preview the Walthamstow Wetlands 
that will open to the public in 2017. There is a lot 
of common ground between gardening and wildlife 
conservation. There are a few places left so if you 
would like to join us please contact us by email at 
the address below. 

Please join us for our Annual Bulb Planting on 
Saturday 5 November, meeting at 10.30am at the 
Village Square. We will be planting 5,000 Crocus 
tommasinianus corms in the grassed area of 
Chalmers House, purchased via the RHS Greening 
Grey Britain for Health and Happiness initiative and 
Rotary International’s joint Purple4Polio fundraising 
campaign to eradicate polio by transforming public 
spaces around the country through a mass planting 
of five million crocuses that will make a carpet of 
colour next spring and provide an early food source 
for bees and other beneficial insects. 

WVRA Gardening Club - first 
Saturday of every month, 
come rain or shine!
Bloom is for life, not just for judging days so please 
do come and join us on the first Saturday of every 
month at the Village Square at 10.30am for a 
couple of hours. We have a year-round programme 
of digging, pruning, planting and weeding and 
you can bring your own tools or use ours. It’s good, 
healthy fun for all ages and gardening-abilities, you 
get to meet lovely people and make the area look 
fantastic.

BEE17 Pop-Up Christmas Shop. 
Saturday 10 December, 11am – 4pm 
at 6 Beulah Road.
BEE17 will be selling three kinds of 2016 honey at 
£5 a jar, soap, salt skin-scrub, candles and other 
wax and honey-based products. Also on sale will be 
Walthamstow Village lavender bags made from the 
collected heads from Lavender Corner. Beautifully 
packaged, all our products make lovely presents. So 
far, in 2016 the BEE17 community project has given 
£600 to the WVRA for planting projects. Please see 
our BEE17 Facebook page for more info and to 
order honey. 

If you’d like to help organize or volunteer with any 
of our gardening activities and for more information 
on any of the above, please contact Helen Lerner: 
helen@walthamstowvillage.net or on 0781 404 
2499. Do join our Facebook Groups Walthamstow 
Village in Bloom and Walthamstow Village Veg Plot 
to share news, photos, advice and information. 

Best wishes from your Walthamstow Village in 
Bloom team, Helen Lerner, Teresa Deacon, Caroline 
Barton, Jakob Hartmann, John Chambers, Vally 
Gesthuysen and Darryl Abelscroft. 
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Carry on caravanning
The mobile homes set for Calais camp

For the past few months, local residents have been achieving remarkable things by bringing together 
piles of donated clothes, copious skeins of wool, the odd litre of Windolene and great big doses of 
compassion. It’s all part of an on-going and ever-expanding effort that’s sending refurbished caravans 
laden with provisions to help those stranded in the refugee camp at Calais.

Humanitarian groups estimate that close to 9,000 people live in the camp – that’s been dubbed ‘The 
jungle’ - half of which was demolished earlier this year. Heartbreakingly, it’s thought there are around 1,000 
unaccompanied minors at the site.

The original local Wilcumstowe Wagon project aimed to send two caravans, but those two soon turned 
into three and spawned a new Village-based group led by Debbie Bliss that is also sending four-wheeled 
care packages across the Channel. Local resident Linsey Wynton coordinated the original Wilcumstowe 
Wagon with support from Walthamstow MP Stella Creasy after attending a meeting with Lord Alf Dubbs, 
who came to the UK as a child refugee during WWII from the former Czechoslovakia.

“As a mum of three young children, I am immensely concerned about the plight of child refugees,” says 
Linsey. “The idea of the caravans is to provide safe and secure accommodation for the most vulnerable 
child refugees – there are more than 800 unaccompanied minors in the Calais refugee camp. The caravans 
also offer a home to vulnerable families who have health problems or who have young children or babies.”

As many of the refugees’ temporary shelters were destroyed in a fire, and with winter approaching, Linsey 
says the caravans provide much needed secure accommodation.

A crowd-funding effort this summer provided 
enough money for the group to purchase three 
caravans from an organisation called Jungle Canopy, 
that buys them second-hand from places like eBay, 
gets them into shape to be used by groups like 
Wilcumestowe and then delivers them to the camps 
at Calais. 

This summer the three were parked up in East 
Avenue where scores of volunteers armed with 
Hoovers, rubber gloves and cleaning products set 
to work making the caravans fit for purpose. But 
the effort wasn’t just spent on the inside. Wood 
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Street Walls assisted in decorating two of the three 
caravans with the artist Elno, armed with her spray 
cans, transforming one into a work of art complete 
with white roses, all being done to honour the 
murdered Labour MP Jo Cox.

Meanwhile, over at the Waltham Forest Community 
Hub in Orford Road, other volunteers including 
MP Stella Creasy, who helped Linsey coordinate 
the entire project, set about sorting through 
the generous donations that came from across 
the borough; everything from pots and pans to 
children’s toys and bundles of clothing. In the 
end, there were enough donations to fill the three 
Wilcumstowe caravans, as well as one that a local 
church had purchased and another that local 
resident Natalie Sloane had funded. (Since then, 
Natalie has pulled together fundraising to send 
another as well.)

But the local caravan drive didn’t stop there. Enter 
Debbie Bliss, a gang of knitters and even more 
caravans. Debbie and her group were already 
making blankets to send to the refugees in Calais 
when they heard about the Wilcumstowe caravan 
project and decided that placing a blanket in each 
of those caravans was a perfect delivery system.

“With each of the blankets we attached a label 
that says, ‘every stich knitted with love for you.’ We 
wanted the people who got them to know that it 
hadn’t been knitted randomly; that we made them 
knowing where they were going and we are aware 
of their circumstances,” says Debbie. “Blankets 
are not just about warmth; there’s something very 
comforting and ‘hearth and home’ about them. 
They’re about security.” So far Debbie and her 
intrepid knitters have made 10 blankets for Calais 
and they are still clacking their needles at the 
Queen’s Arms every week to add to that number.

But it didn’t stop with the blankets. Debbie, 
working with other local residents, has now raised 
enough money to send two of their own fully 
stocked caravans to Calais.

“There are lots of rumours that they are going 
to close down the camps so the need is even 
more acute,” says Debbie. “The thing is they can 
be towed away very easily and there are lots of 
people involved in aiding the refugees who could 
help tow them away. They don’t know where to, 
but better than having no place to live at all.” 
That could prove important. Recently, France’s 
President, François Hollande, announced a plan to 
close the camp and move the camps’ inhabitants 
to reception centres where their cases would be 
examined over a period of four months.

Debbie recently returned from a visit to the camp 
and says,“It was incredibly moving. I went with my 
husband Barry and Stella Creasy. We visited the 
three Wilcumstowe caravans. We met a lady who 
now lives in one of them who was eight months 
pregnant and desperate to leave the camp and get 
to England. Stella was able to send a picture of the 
caravan decorated with white roses and dedicated 
to Jo Cox to Jo’s husband Brendan who was then 
able to show it to their children. What stays with 
you is the tragic stories, but also the resilience of 
the human spirit.”

And the group is not letting the momentum flag. 
After a successful curry quiz fundraiser for Help 
Refugees UK and Refugee Community Kitchen, the 
group is having another event. On Monday 21st 
November there will be an Art/ Design Auction in 
the Queens Arms, starting at 730pm sharp. So get 
ready to bid!
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Coming into bloom
There’s a thing for all things Danish at the moment. 
From the reports - yet again - on how Denmark 
has the happiest citizens on the planet, to the 
notion of hygge, a word without a direct English 
translation that is about creating a welcoming, 
cosy atmosphere with the good things in life – 
family, friends, food and importantly the glow of 
candlelight. So Alys Wood-Bibby’s timing could not 
be more impeccable with her new Scandi inspired 
business Blomst, the Danish word for flower.

But she’s not just hitching herself to the zeitgeist 
without proper credentials. 

Alys’ mother spent many years in the Scandinavian 
country so as a child the family would often spend 
summers there. The 32-year-old admits, “I am a 
girl who lost her heart in Denmark a long time ago. 
There is something so romantic about the country, 
the kindness of the people, the beautiful landscape, 
the style. I have always felt like Denmark is my 
second home and still now take every chance I can 
to go back and visit.” Her love of flowers can also 
be traced back to her childhood.

“Growing up, I remember the smell and presence 
of beautiful fresh blooms in our home. Each 
weekend we would get fresh flowers and I loved 
them lighting up the kitchen. I used to collect 
rose petals with my best friend Natalie and make 
beautiful rose perfume; something we thought 
smelled magnificent. Only, looking back now, 
I’m not so sure it was quite as magnificent as we 
thought!” says Alys.

The Danish aesthetic for simple yet sophisticated 
design runs through her products; from the delicate 
potted succulents and dainty terrariums to the 
arrangements that she offers on a subscription 
service. It’s that service which she says is the 
business’s USP and one she settled on to make her 
new start-up stand out. 

“The customer can choose the frequency of their 
subscription and the size of the bouquets, a bit like 
your weekly food shop, or your fortnightly farm 
drop box.” Alongside this, Alys also does individual 
bouquets, weddings, funerals and special events, 
and has a regular stall at the E17 Village Market 
which runs every Saturday at the Community Hub in 
Orford Road. 

Alys gave birth to Blomst shortly after literally giving 
birth, to her daughter Betsy earlier this year. It’s her 
first foray into the marketplace and she says she 
spent a long time researching and talking to friends 
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and family, as well as taking advice from a business mentor.  
What she didn’t expect was how it would feel putting her work in 
the public domain.“It’s hard to put yourself out there creatively 
and not feel disheartened if you don’t get the response you 
thought you would. Creativity can sometimes leave you feeling 
exposed. You might work hard to get things perfect but, like in  
all aspects of life, not everyone is going to have something 
positive to say. But you just need to keep on going and in the 
end it always pays off.”

The weekly market provided Alys with a good springboard 
for the company so she’s incredibly relieved that after the 
original organiser pulled out of the scheme, her and other local 
businesses have picked up the pieces and, after a very brief 
stoppage, the market is up and running again.

As for the flower that she’d chosen to bloom all around her on 
a desert island she immediately says, “Anemones, because they 
are such a beautiful and delicate flower, but so bold. They also 
featured heavily in my wedding flowers, so they will always have 
a special place in my heart.”

Mini Holland Review
A council review of the Village element of Mini Holland 
is taking place a year after the work was completed. The 
Village was the first area in the borough to have works 
done after the council was awarded £27 million from 
Transport for London for the project aimed at making the 
borough more bicycle friendly.

Residents may have already encountered part of that 
review, a door-to-door survey of households scheduled 
to run from August until the end of September. An 
external agency has been hired to conduct it and the 
council claims that it will allow residents to relay whether 
they think the project’s objectives have been met, if 
more amendments are needed and if it’s changed the 
way people travel.

The survey is only part of the review, which the 
council says will also include collecting information 
from businesses, a survey with pedestrians in the 
area, feedback from the emergency services and also 
community groups like schools and places of worship.

Feeding into that will be an analysis of traffic in the 
Village; looking at results from traffic counters that were 
installed this July and comparing the data collected 
before and during the trial back in 2014.

The exact timetable for the processing of the information 
collected and delivery of the report has yet to be 
determined. But after putting in a request, a council representative is scheduled to attend the October 
meeting of Walthamstow Village Residents’ Association in an effort to get more detailed information that 
can be relayed to Village residents. The WVRA will also continue to press the council to be transparent and 
keep residents up to date with all aspects of the review.
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After leaving their tower for the first time in 120 
years, the bells of St Mary’s Church are back home.

The 10 bells were returned on 6 September under 
the care of Taylor’s Foundry of Loughborough, 
where they had been taken back in February to 
be refurbished. The bells were all sandblasted, 
revealing the beautiful detailing and original 
dedications in all their glory.  

They were unloaded from the lorry and each bell, 
along with their fittings, were returned to the third 
level in the tower and reinstalled back to their 
original positions. New ropes have been added 
and new pulleys placed throughout the length of 
the tower. It took two full days for all 10 bells - the 
heaviest of which weighs just under one ton - to 
be raised, mostly by hand, up the tower. It took 
another two days for the fittings to be added and 
tested.

During their absence, the electricity supply 
throughout the tower was upgraded, the bell frame 
was rubbed down and repainted, a new sound 
control system was installed and the small windows 
along the stairwell were improved. 

All 10 were rung by a team of specially invited and 
experienced ringers on the 22 September to check 

The bells are 
back in town
By David Baker
On behalf of the St Mary’s Ringers

they were installed correctly and determine whether 
any adjustments needed to be made.

The project will be completed once the ringing 
chamber has been redecorated and the heritage 
displays made by Walthamstow School for Girls and 
St Mary’s Church of England Primary School have 
been installed.

The church will be holding local open events over 
the next few months, when the newly refurbished 
bells can be seen and demonstrations of bell 
ringing will be given. They are hoping that through 
these open days, new members of all ages and 
abilities will come along and try their hand at this 
ancient activity, adding new members to the  
ringing band.

This refurbishment project would not have been 
able to proceed without the support of the local 
community and, in particular, acknowledgment of 
the significant support of the Heritage Lottery Fund.

WVRA Annual 
General Meeting
All members and residents are invited to attend 
the AGM of the Walthamstow Village Residents’ 
Association, which will be held at the Waltham 
Forest Community Hub (formerly the Asian Centre) 
in Orford Road on the 17th of October at 8pm.

The residents’ association welcomes new people 
and fresh ideas, and will be pleased to have 
discussions on anything you wish to contribute, 
either as an occasional volunteer or as a committee 
member. Refreshments will be served. 

The agenda will comprise: 
1. Reports on activities during 2015-16 
2. Adoption of draft accounts for 2015-16 
3. Election of officers for 2016-17 
4. Plan of activities for 2016-17 
5. Presentation of Walthamstow Village in Bloom 

certificates of participation 
6. Celebration of a year of successes
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What to do in the Village
Fitness
Walthamstow Family Bike 
Club
• Main ride: 2nd Sunday of every 

month, 1pm, meet outside 
the Ancient House. Join us 
on a relaxed family fun ride to 
explore parks and little-known 
back-street routes. 

• Newcomers’ ride: 3rd Sunday 
of every month, 2pm, meet 
in Village Square Eden Rd/
Orford Rd. Short ride on quiet 
local streets for less confident 
cyclists.

Both rides are free. Contact Paul 
on 020 8520 0648/
paul.gasson@gmail.com
Storytelling
Stowtellers – The 
Walthamstow Storytelling 
Club
Every second Monday of the 
month, 7.30pm - 9.30pm, 
Welcome Centre.
Contact: 07891 724771 
stowtellers@yahoo.co.uk  £3 (£2 
concessions). 
Teas, coffee & refreshments 
available.

Gardening
Annual bulb planting
Saturday 5 November, 
meeting at 10.30 at the 
Village Square 
We will be planting 5,000 crocus 
bulbs in the grassed area of 
Chalmers House, purchased via 
the RHS Greening Grey Britain for 
Health and Happiness initiative 
and Rotary International’s 
joint Purple4Polio fundraising 
campaign, to eradicate polio 
by transforming public spaces 
around the country through a 
mass planting of five million 
crocuses.

WVRA Gardening Club
First Saturday of every 
month, come rain or shine!
Bloom is for life, not just for 
judging days so please do come 
and join us on the 1st Saturday 
of every month at the Village 
Square at 10.30 for a couple of 
hours. We have a year-round 
programme of digging, pruning, 
planting and weeding and you 
can bring your own tools or use 
ours. It’s good, healthy fun for all 
ages and gardening abilities. You 
get to meet lovely people and 
make the area look fantastic. 

“The Village” Magazine Production Team
Editor: Daniel Barry newsletter@walthamstowvillage.net
Sub Editor: Michaela Twite
Designer: Paul Gasson paulg@walthamstowvillage.net
Advertising: Shameem Mir shameem@walthamstowvillage.net

Newsletter content & advertising
If you have ideas for newsletter features or other content, 
please email us at newsletter@walthamstowvillage.net . If 
you are interested in placing an advertisement,  please email 
shameem@walthamstowvillage.net

Markets & Pop-Ups
Walthamstow Village 
Market
Every Saturday 10.30am – 3pm, 
Waltham Forest Community Hub 
(Asian Centre), Orford Road.
• Indoor and outdoor food 

market with stalls offering local 
artisanal products.

Farmers’ Market
• Every Sunday, 10am – 2pm. 

Walthamstow Square at the top 
of the market. Selection of fresh 
produce from around  
the region.
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Village 
people
Nikhil Patel
Forty-eight year-old Nikhil Patel has seen a lot of 
changes since taking over Desborough News in 
Orford Road over 20 years ago. His life’s journey 
has taken him from Kenya to India, back to Kenya 
and eventually here to the heart of the Village. 
Things might have been very different if it wasn’t for 
a life-changing moment in Nairobi that made him 
take stock and decide to forge a new life in the UK.

“My parents went to Kenya from India when it 
was a British colony, and I was born in Nairobi, 
the youngest of six children. Because I was the 
baby my family all spoiled me – too much! In the 
morning for school my sisters would fix my hair, 
gather my books and get my school bag sorted. 
Everything prepared for me. Growing up I learnt 
three languages, Gujarati, which we spoke at home 
and also English and Swahili.

My dad was a teacher and the principal at his 
school was Daniel Arap Moi who went on to 
become President of the country. He knew him very 
well. When I was a teenager, my father left teaching 
to open a building contractor business. They built 
schools, hospitals, radio stations, and a lot of work 
for the government. My Dad worked very hard and 
so we had a good education at a private school. 
Then I was sent to India to study civil engineering 
in Gujarat state and after six years got my diploma 
in civil engineering and went back to Kenya to work 
for my dad’s company. 

When I was about 21, me and a friend went to 
a casino one night in Nairobi. At the end of the 
evening, as we were leaving, we got to our car and 
three men came at us. One of them put a gun to my 
friend’s head. He said, ‘Get in the car and just drive 
and when we say stop you must stop, otherwise we 
shoot you.’ I told my friend just do what they want. 
They took us to the outskirts of Kenya and made us 
drop them there. They didn’t take any money from 
us or the car. We thought maybe they had robbed 
somewhere and they needed a getaway car. That’s 
when I thought maybe it’s time to leave Kenya. 

“I came to London and first worked in the family 
business before deciding to buy Desborough’s from 
a member of my family. She had been running it for 
25 years. Since then it’s changed so much. Fifteen 
years ago there was me and Paul’s Food and Wine 
[what used to be the Spar]. On weekends back then 
it was a ghost town after 4pm. Now until midnight 
it’s full-on. It’s good. I like it.

It’s harder to run a newsagent now because of the 
drop in the newspaper industry. It’s not as strong 
and people get things online to read on their Ipads.

“I especially like this area because I still have lots of 
customers who are like family. If some of them are 
short a few pounds I say, ‘take it and give it to me 
another day’. And they do it. 

“My brother is now running the family construction 
business in Nairobi and so I visit Kenya. But right 
now I don’t want to go back. I’ve been here a long 
time so first I feel British, then second Kenyan and 
then Indian which is my motherland. I respect this 
country. It’s taken care of us very well.”


