
The ‘Ugly Sister’ 1 of Garden History: The Capital's Nineteenth-century Market 

Gardens as Depicted by Thomas Milne’s Land Utilization Map. A Possible Visualisation 

for a Contemporary Urban Agriculture? 

 

The purpose of this paper is to bring Thomas Milne’s defining, yet neglected, Land 

Utilization Map of The London Area in 1800 to a wider audience and place it within a current 

debate surrounding growing food locally within cities. This subject area is increasingly 

classified as ‘urban agriculture’ (UA). The article asks what impact UA practices would have 

on London’s parks and public landscape if they were (re)introduced on a scale evident in 

Milne’s map. Would they feed a current London population as in Milne’s time and would 

they be able to co-exist with current land use patterns? 

Definitions of Urban Agriculture arrived out of academic and policy initiatives of the 

mid 1980s. These quite rightly tried to produce clear understandings of the way the urban 

poor, mostly in developing countries, used self-grown food or market gardens to increase 

food security and in some cases to provide economic diversity. This area of academic study 

has now come full circle, with developed countries looking to install urban ‘edible 

landscapes’. The potential for UA should not be seen as a drive for self-sufficiency but as a 

multifunction of agriculture as a whole, where some part of the food producing industry 

(re)locates itself closer to the consumer. Within the UK, notable examples are the current 

‘Capital Growth’ project run by Sustain, as well as longer term economic projects such as 

Growing Communities in East London, who cultivate three Soil Association-certified organic 

sites. Key to these initiatives is an underlying understanding of the environmental damage 

caused by industrial food production, its processing and packaging, refrigerated distribution 

and waste disposal.  

Taking the long view of urban food production, this article seeks to examine 

supporting literature from the seventeenth century onwards, combining it with contemporary 

analysis of London’s horizontal spaces to see if such a system as recorded by Milne would 

still be possible. The author argues that there is a need to link the current aspirations 

surrounding UA within a much older history of London’s urban food producing landscape. 

The emerging UA study area can in fact be traced back to gardening and horticulture in the 

seventeenth century. This in turn can be linked to the urban enclosure movements of the 

eighteenth century and the imposed aesthetic landscape values of the aristocracy, which were 

adopted by the emerging nineteenth-century middle classes.  

In order to access the legacy of London’s Landscape as depicted by Milne, one must 

refer to G. B. G. Bull’s defining article for The Royal Geographical Society (1956), which 

remains a vital source of information on Milne, the map and its story 2. In his 

acknowledgments, Bull thanks Mr R. A. Skelton, the Superintendant at the British Museum 



Map Room, for exhibiting Milne’s map in 1953 and therefore bringing its existence to 

attention, suggesting that before this time the map was almost unknown. Certainly the copy in 

the British Library was hidden away inside a volume of fragmented maps and drawings, and 

most of the research for this article is taken from a twentieth-century facsimile. At a scale of 2 

inches to one mile (1:31,815), Milne uses thematic portrayals of land use, which was not 

repeated until the Land Utilisation Surveys of Great Britain in the inter-war years. By 

comparison, Richard Horwood's 1799 Plan of the Cities of London and Westminster and 

Roque’s 1746 maps of London use semi-pictorial symbols to identify landscape types. Their 

use is unsystematic and indicative, giving little away in terms of historical quantifiable 

analysis.3 

Thomas Milne’s map carefully labels 17 land use categories. Examples include the 

following: paddock is represented by the letter ‘p’ and the colour pink, arable is ‘a’ and pale 

brown, ‘o’ for orchards and osier beds; market gardens are ‘g’ and light blue in colour, and 

nurseries are ‘n’ and the colour orange. Bull testifies to the extreme accuracy of the map, 

cross-referencing it with the 1810 publication by the Reverend Henry Hunter of his History of 

London. Hunter’s book covers almost the same area as Milne and, while it contains no maps, 

reading his accounts side by side with Milne’s map creates a vivid picture of London’s 

market gardening. Hunter records that in Battersea: ‘The market gardeners occupy above 300 

acres and are particularly celebrated for raising cabbages and asparagus’. In Fulham: ‘The 

land is nearly half occupied by market gardens‘. In Putney: ‘150 acres occupied by nursery-

men and market gardeners.’ Further afield, in Croydon Hundred: ‘large quantities of rhubarb 

and liquorice have been raised in the parish’. 

Bull suggests that the accuracy of Milne’s map enables us to ‘give a full and 

quantitative picture of land utilization’ in London in 1800. Further to this, Philippa Glanville 

in her history of London Maps makes a rare reference to Milne, stating that around one fifth 

of the 260 square miles, or 13,467 hectares (ha.), covered by Milne’s map were market 

gardens.4  

Market gardening had been steadily growing since the introduction of gardening to 

England during the late sixteenth century by the Dutch. Fuller in 1660 wrote ‘‘tis incredible 

how many poor people in London live thereon, so that in some seasons that gardens feed 

more than then the field’.5 Here we start to see a clear definition of an urban food growing 

practice distinct from its rural counterpart. So rapid was the spread of market gardening that 

on the 18th September 1606 The Worshipful Company of Gardeners was established. It 

describes the spade-based gardening as a distinct practice from plough dependent rural 

agriculture, combining ‘the trade crafte or misterie of gardening, planting, grafting, setting, 

sowing, cutting’ and ‘arboring’ 6 



The distinctions are perhaps blurred by the needs of the Company to define a 

professional activity in order to claim governance and therefore financial jurisdiction over it, 

but it does allow us to gain a useful insight into the evolving activity of food growing within 

London. The gardeners claimed that one of the benefits of the market garden system was that 

‘they take awaie the dunge and nysomnes of the cittie’.7 This use of waste, in the form of 

horse manure – the gold dust of high cultivation market gardens 8 – and night soil from 

London’s domestic cess pits, was used to create what would now be defined as organic 

closed-loop agriculture. This is essential to consider within the contemporary UA debate, as 

any (re)emergence of (organic) market gardening within London would need to be linked to 

waste stream for its main energy input. The main issue here is that we no longer rely on 

horses for transport and have also overhauled sewage systems to flush waste from the city. 

Thick states that the market gardens provided no ‘careful designs to delight the eye, 

only an ever-present whiff of manure’.9 Here we start to realise the industrial scale that 

market gardens operated on, setting them aside from the eighteenth-century pleasure gardens, 

with their emphasis on entertainment - alcohol, music and prostitution. As the nineteenth 

century progressed, the ‘Ugly Sister’ of gardening was further set aside as the new ideas of 

landscape architecture and garden design blossomed. In England, it was John Claudius 

Loudon who championed the phrase ‘landscape architecture’, and defined this new art form in 

the 1829 edition of The Gardener’s Magazine. He wrote that the new idea of Arboretum 

should be defined as ‘a landscape composition of wood, water and turf; secondly, as an 

assemblage of trees for botanical and pictorial study… It should also be an imitation of 

natural scenery, or a composition with a view to create a character of art’.10  

The ideology of landscape gardening, with its ‘standardisation of form and control of 

space’, had another ally in the emergence less than a decade later of steam-powered rail. 

Dickens gives us a vivid description of the everyday nineteenth-century market gardens of 

North London where,: 

…little row of houses, with little squalid patches of ground before them, fenced off with old 

doors, barrel staves, scraps of tarpaulin … Here, the Staggs's Gardeners trained scarlet beans, kept 

fowls and rabbits, erected rotten summer-houses (one was an old boat), dried clothes, and smoked 

pipes.11 

Against this food growing landscape, Dickens describes the ongoing construction and 

imminent arrival, in 1838, of the new London & Birmingham steam powered railway 

‘…upon its mighty course of civilisation and improvement’ cutting a deep wound through the 

‘…frowzy fields, and cow-houses, and dunghills’ together with ‘faded cabbage leaves in all 

seasons stared it out of countenance’. This moment marks the starts of the evaporation of 

market gardening from the core of the Capital during the rest of the century, as it is pushed to 

its further limits. Few traces of this historical ‘urban agriculture’ remain, despite its essential 



role in providing food to the capital, leaving us with the ubiquity of ornamentation evident in 

our parks and gardens today. 

Our closest experience of extensive urban food growing is the Second World War's 

Dig for Victory campaign launched in 1939, when large sections of our parks and grassed 

spaces were turned over to food production. However, Dig for Victory was a crisis initiative, 

unlike the discourse of UA, which seeks to develop urban food growing as a permanent 

adaptation. This adaptation also expresses the potential to reduce our dependency on our 

current fossil fuel based agriculture. 

In order to draw comparisons with Milne’s map, I extensively mapped 191 ha. of the 

Elephant & Castle, central London. The research investigates whether urban food growing (as 

a compliment to rural agriculture) could be integrated into current land use patterns in 

London’s parks and open spaces. The research also sought to investigate how much food 

could be grown and how many people it would feed. 

This quantitative research was combined with a visualization tool entitled the Edible 

Map.12 The Edible Map is a guide for the food-flâneur to picture a very different landscape 

of psychogeographic food. Vegetable plots, orchards and beehives emerge from the grassed 

areas around housing estates, the corners of parks or the many flat rooftops of the Elephant & 

Castle. The Edible Map can be combined with quantitative results from the 191ha. Elephant 

& Castle site. The research identified 21 ha. of grassed public space being used as park, 

square or grass amenity. Based on the decision not to disturb current patterns of leisure or 

recreation, 6 ha. of the 21 ha. were deemed suitable for food production, or 4.5% of the total 

191 ha. In order to assess site yields, a basic unit for vegetable production was designed using 

yield data from the Royal Horticultural Society, which states that a food gardener should be 

able to produce 31 tonnes of vegetables a hectare. 

At 31 tonnes a hectare, the yield from 6 ha. would be 186 tonnes. When this is 

combined with estimates from other land types within the site – for example allotments 

(100% productivity), private gardens (14%) – , then the total figure for potential UA land 

rises to 9 ha. with a combined yield of 279 tonnes. 

Based on combining a neighbourhood population of 16,245 persons within the 191 

ha., with an average UK weekly vegetable consumption of 1,600g, it can be estimated that the 

UA yield of 279 tonnes would provide 26% of the average domestic vegetable requirements 

for the each resident in the Elephant & Castle. 

By combining historical and current research, this article recognises that food 

production is part of the heritage of London’s open spaces and could potentially re-emerge. 

What academics currently refer to as ‘Urban Agriculture’ actually has its roots in gardening, 

horticulture and market gardening. The research also demonstrates that often fragmented 

urban land types can be given a real value by translating it into food-energy production. 



Furthermore, its (re)introduction could compliment current land use while providing us with a 

tool to adapt, through reducing greenhouse gases emissions associated with importing food to 

Londoners. This kind of research is essential if our grassed public areas are going to adapt to 

a changing climate, while combining conservation, ornamentation and leisure with food 

productivity.  
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