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he Georgian town of Arlesford 

became the centre of the 

watercress industry in 1865 when 

the rail line (‘Watercress Line’) to 

London opened. In the 1800s watercress 

sandwiches were a staple part of the working 

class diet in Hampshire and Dorset, partly 

because it could be picked free from rivers 

and streams where it grew wild.

Watercress was in great demand due 

to the perceived health benefits and this lead 

to commercial Watercress farms establishing 

themselves throughout Hampshire. During 

the 1960s the ‘Watercress’ railway line was 

closed meaning that transport via road was 

the only option.  By the 1980s 90% of growers 

had left the industry.

The acreage of watercress declined 

during the 20th century as demand and price 

became stagnant and costs increased. More 

recently mechanisation has been introduced 

and this is the common method, except 

for a handful of traditional growers.  There 

have also been attempts to move away 

from traditional growing methods and grow 

watercress in soil rather than waterbeds.

Traditionally Grown Hampshire 

Watercress (Nasturtium officianale) is 

green and noted for its distinctive peppery, 

mustard-like flavour.  It is recognised as 

a food with high nutritional value, and is 

packed full of nutrients and vitamins some 

of which include Vitamin C, Folic Acid, Iron, 

Vitamin A and Calcium. It is probably best 

known as a classic ingredient for soup but 

also goes well with beef.

Watercress is a semi-aquatic plant, the 

stems are hollow allowing water to travel 

upwards to nourish the leaves. The water, 

from which the cress derives its name, is 

introduced to the plants gently at first and 

then in ever increasing volumes as the plants 

grow. The water reaches a maximum depth 

of two inches, with a mature bed needing up 

to 20,000 gallons of water per acre per hour.  

The water is only ‘borrowed’ as once its work 

is done, it is allowed to flow back towards 

the river.

Watercress will, contrary to popular 

belief, grow anywhere that is moist, 

although a clean source of running water 

is argued to produce better crops.  A 

high degree of care is required in modern 

cultivation and skilled hands are needed 

in harvesting, packing, and shipping as 

watercress is highly perishable. 

A N DY  M C FA D D E N
Irish-born Andy McFadden is one of England’s 

youngest Michelin starred chefs and is a passionate 

champion of 

sustainable, seasonal 

ingredients and British 

Forgotten Foods. “Slow 

Food UK are doing 

some amazing work 

creating awareness 

and promoting a better 

way to eat, while 

supporting artisan 

producers. I want to be 

a part of that.” Andy is 

always on the lookout 

for new flavours and 

ingredients to satisfy 

his creativity – we 

can’t wait to get Andy 

involved with our Forgotten Foods programme!

Andy Mc Fadden was very passionate about great 

food from a young age. He endeavoured to make 

a career out of this passion and quickly stood out 

amongst his peers whilst studying.

Working his way through some of the best 

restaurants in Ireland and on the continent, he gained 

a wealth of knowledge and skills that are still with him 

to this day.

Inevitably his culinary trail landed him in London, 

where he took up the position of chef de partie 

under head chef at the time, Shane Osborn. It was 

there at sister restaurant, two Michelin starred Pied 

à Terre that Andy refined his cooking skills and 

gained a renewed appreciation and understanding of 

ingredients.

In keeping with the Pied tradition which sees 

head chefs nurture and mentor rising stars in the 

industry with the intention of one day passing on the 

culinary baton, Andy was invited to take up the top 

position at L’Autre Pied, where he is again showing 

his star quality and preparing creative, innovative and 

delicious dishes.

A B O U T  S LO W  F O O D  U K
Slow Food UK developed the Chef Alliance in 2011 

in recognition of those chefs who share their vision 

to champion small scale producers and good quality 

local and sustainably produced food.  

Slow Food UK’s Forgotten Foods is part of the 

International Ark of Taste. Working to preserve edible 

biodiversity and support small-scale producers Slow 

Food UK has contributed and saved 79 Forgotten 

Foods, which are often at risk of extinction.  Slow 

Food is a non-profit organization, supported by 

members and donations. To become a Slow Food 

member or supporter or find out more about our 

education programmes go to www.slowfood.org.uk

Watercress, an indigenous plant 
known for its food value since 
Roman times, was a crop introduced 
to commercial cultivation in 
England in 1808.

TRADITIONALLY 
GROWN HAMPSHIRE 
WATERCRESS SOUP 
WITH POACHED 
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Serves 4

Slow Food UK Chef Alliance 

member Andy McFadden at L’Autre 

Pied, created this seasonal dish using 

British Forgotten Foods traditionally 

grown Hampshire watercress and 

heritage potatoes.

INGREDIENTS

400g Russet Burbank, as small as 
possible and scrubbed, not peeled
600g watercress, picked and washed
800g vegetable stock
2 tbsp olive oil
100g potatoes, very thinly sliced
8 quail eggs
salt and freshly ground black pepper

METHOD

1. Boil the Russet Burbank potatoes 
in plenty of salted water for 8-12 
minutes or until just tender. Drain 
and cool thoroughly.

2. Heat the oil in a pan and add the 
watercress leaves. Stir continuously 
as they wilt. Add the potatoes and 
stir well. 

3. Pour in the boiling vegetable stock 
and cook for about 5 minutes, until 
the potatoes are tender. 

4. Blend to a smooth purée, pass 
through a fine chinois and taste. 
Adjust seasoning to your liking.

5. Crack the quail eggs into simmering 
water and lightly poach.

6. Season with salt and freshly ground 
black pepper.

7. Serve soup in a little bowl with the 
poached quail eggs, potatoes and 
some picked watercress leaves.

useful contacts: 
www.thewatercresscompany.co.uk 
www.heritage-potatoes.co.uk
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