
Everything you 
never wanted 
to know about 

watercress
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Editorial

In this book, we will tell you about the things that make watercress such a very 
special plant, and why the area you live in is a special place for it to grow.

We will show you how watercress grows in pure water that rises in springs from 
deep underground then flows over very old and special beds of gravel.

We’ll explain how that water starts off as rain falling on the hills, and very 
slowly soaks through the chalk underground and then pops up out of the ground 
as springs, at the bottom of the hills, full of minerals like calcium that it has 
dissolved out of the chalk.
We will explain how watercress is full of all the good things it takes out of the 
spring water and why it’s good to eat it to be strong and healthy.

You can learn about the history of watercress and some of the funny things 
people thought watercress did for them a long time ago. 

You will also find out about some of the amazing creatures that watercress 
shares its beds with - and how important watercress farms are in providing 
homes for all sorts of wildlife.

A core remit of the Vitacress Conservation Trust is to increase public knowledge 
and awareness of habitats and wildlife associated with salad crops and, 
specifically, watercress. In putting together this booklet we have tried to 
use some of the amazing facts about watercress to help illustrate aspects of 
conservation, geography, history and science in an engaging, often amusing way 
so as to grab the imagination of readers and to help them appreciate the special 
place watercress has in Hampshire’s biodiversity and history. 

How many bunches like this can you spot..... 10?
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What is Watercress?

Is it
A. animal?
B. mineral?
C. vegetable?

Watercress is 
a plant 
cultivated 
to be eaten...

Is watercress like that you have 
in salad or egg and cress sandwiches? 

Yes       but BIGGER

Big clue watercress 
grows in water. 

LEAFY

GREEN

A: watercress is a vegetable

Did you know the first 
sandwich was roast beef 
and watercress invented 
by John Montagu, 4th 

Earl of Sandwich?
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Watercress starts its life cycle as a 
seed growing in compost in a little 
tray.

Not just one but lots and lots of 
them together so they don’t get 
lonley.

Lots and lots of seeds in a poly-
tunnel

Watercress starts its 
lifecycle as a seed growing 
in compost in a tiny tray.

Not just one of them but lots 
and lots together so they 
don’t get lonely

When the seed produces 
leaves it is called:
A. a leafling
B. a cressling
or C. a seedling 

And is transp
orted 

in a tiny clu
mp out 

of the polyt
unnel 

and onto a b
ed

Answer: C a seedling
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“Lots and lots of seeds  
in a Polytunnel.  

A polytunnel is a tunnel 
made of polyethylene used 

to grow plants.
Awwwk!”

OVER 
30,000 

SEEDS PER 
M2 !



4

Q:
 W

hy
 a

re
 s

ee
dl

in
gs

 g
ro

wn
 i
n 

a 
tu

nn
el

? 
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

A:
 G

oo
d 

ai
r 

ci
rc

ul
at

io
n 

re
du

ce
s 

di
se

as
es

.

Vibrating se
eder

Seedling polytunnel

Lifting trays
Irrigating s

eedlings

Watercress grows in beds 
outside on a mattress of fine 

gravel.

Lifting trays

How watercress grows
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A watercress bed is in continuously 
flowing water from a bore hole, 

that means the 
water never 

stops. 

Machine casting seedlings Continuou
sly flowing bore

hole water

To go down the bore hole until you find 
water you could watch a film recorded on 

the drill-head at
www.youtube.com/watch?v=N5fwgSgqatw

Fact: a bore h
ole is a narrow

 

shaft drilled d
own into the 

ground to extr
act water

That hole is sooo boring. 
I’ve been watching it all 
day and the water just 

keeps flowing

Enough 
water 
to fill an 
olympic size 
swimming pool x 
times
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Part of the anchient craft of growing 
watercress, rolling to create even 
growth.

Harvesting watercress for 
washing, bagging and packing.

Careful checking for 
bio-security 

= no stray insects

Continuou
sly flowing bore

hole water

How watercress gets to us

Enough 
water 
to fill an 
olympic size 
swimming pool x 
times
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Delivered to shops
So that’s how watercress arrive

s 

on your plate or
 in your bowl…

How watercress gets to us

Did you know?
Sam Bathos can eat two bags of 
watercress in 49.69 seconds.

I love eating watercress.
I think my win was down to my 
technique of chewing one bag at 
a time and swallowing with large 

gulps of water.



8

Try a blind-fold tasting of 
watercress and lettuce. Can you 

taste the pepper clue to the 
watercress?

Anglo Saxon’s swore that 
watercress soup cleansed 

the blood

Ic i BLEEP! syfling 
wiellecaerse blod 

afeormian!* 

Let’s invade Britain!
Good watercress supplies 

there.I came, I saw,
I ate my greens

The Romans ate watercress to prevent baldness.
Roman Emperors ate it to help them 

make BOLD decisions.

* Lc i syfling = soup
 wiellecaerse = watercress
 blod = blood
 afeormian = cleans

cressy 
bits 
maybe?

Eating watercress through the ages

Peppery taste is 
a powerful agent 
against cancer 

kA-POW! ZAP!
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Yes, by thunder!
...and lightning.

Even the Greek god Zeus 
is said to have eaten 

watercress.

The world’s first hospital was on 
kos, not cos the lettuce, kos the 
Greek island because the founder 
of modern medicine was a Greek 
named Hippocrates. He chose 

a place on kos where there was 
a stream flowing where he could 
grow watercress to treat his 
patients.

The AncienT 
Greeks belived 

ThAT wATercress 
could briGhTen 

The inTellecT. 
“eAT wATercress 

And GeT wiT”

Eating watercress through the ages
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The watercress we 
eat now is from a 
plant that has hardly 
changed since the 
time of the Romans, 
the Ancient Greeks 
and the Egyptians.

The Egyptian Pharoahs served freshly 
squeezed watercress juice to their slaves 
each morning and afternoon in order to 

make them work harder.

Yes tractors, 
lots of nice 
red ones. 

The Victorian Age
Victorian railways such as “The 

Watercress Line” used to 
bring fresh watercress to the 
cities. Watercress was really 

popular with poor workers who 
ate it like an ice cream cone 

called Poor-mans-bread.
If the traditional 
method of growing 

watercress in flowing 
water has not changed, 

what has changed?

Lorries carry 
watercress to the 

shops now.
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Water comes from the bore hole at 10oC. It 
is cool on a hot day and warm on a freezing 
cold day. Feel the difference yourself.

Sometimes you can see steam 
rising from the watercress 
beds because even on a 

freezing cold day watercress 
can grow in warm spring 

water. So watercress can 
grow all year round.

Chalk Streams

I say, say, I say
Why is watercress 

so lazy?

Because it spends all 

day in bed.

Feel the difference 
yourself between water 

at 10oC and an ice cube 
at 0oC, the freezing 

temperature of water.

Did you know? watercree has more calcium in it than milk.
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The stream is called 
a chalk stream 
because it flows 
through chalky land

*Chalk disolves 
in water.

We like to drink the 
natural mineral water that 
flows through chalk, it is 
clear.

“What’s your name?” “I’’ll play a game”
 
“What’s your number?” “Cucumber”
 
“What’s your address?” “Watercress”

RING! RING!

RING! RING!

RING! RING!

Test a piece of 
chalk in water 

where does it go?*

Rain
Chalk hills are soft 
and rounded because 
they are crumbly

Pressure builds up 
and water bursts 
out as a spring.
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EATS

EATS

EATS

EATS

Happy 
fisherman

Happy 
trout

Happy 
otter

Happy 
shrimp

Microscopic 
algae

Lots more animals and plants like chalk streams. 
Remember they’re warm, 10 °

The Wonderful World of Watercress



River Water Crowsfoot

Starworts

Water Parsnip

Water Mint

Ranculu
s Buttercu

p
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The Wonderful World of Watercress
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Damselfly
Dragonfly

Brown Rat

Water Vole

The Water Vole
Also known as Water Rat 
or “Ratty” to his friends. 

It has a rounder nose 
than a rat, a chubbier 
face, short fuzzy ears 
and their tails, ears 
and paws are covered 

in fur.

The Water Vole is a threatened 
species, they are now protected 

by law.

The Damselfly can fold its wings 
up over its back, Dragonflies can’t. 

Damselflies can only land but not walk.

I’m like a helicopter 
Damselfly in Greek is 

Zygopter
zygo = paired
ptera = wings



It’s not so
common you 

know

Look carefully for the colour of the 
Adonis Blue butterfly.
A stunning blue that is different 
from the Common Blue. There are 
lots of them around rough chalkland 
ground in the very South of England. 
The female tends to be a dull brown.

This butterfly is unlikley to be 
mistaken for anything else! It 
belongs to the family of the 
‘Browns’. It loves grassland and 
chalk-land flowers.

Marbled White

16

Activity:
You could make your 
own marble white 
pattern using marble 
inks.

Mabled paper made with 
oily ink on water.
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Otters White-c
lawed 

crayfi
sh

Even more creatures love chalk streams in 
The Wonderful World of Watercress…

kingfisher

Yummy 
crayfish! GULP!

Pipistrelle Bat

River Limpet
Caddis Fly La

rva
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Looking after the natural world

These kind men 
are building us a 

new home

I hope I get 
the top bunk!

I wish they’d 
hurry up, I’m 
all ready to 
move in!
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Peppery taste gets into the 
water from the watercress

Who shares this wonderful watery world?

Where have all
the shrimp gone?

Yuck!
It’s too peppery for 

us, let’s go!

Water from the bore 
hole goes back into the 
stream.

Not everyone likes the 
peppery taste.

Without our care

Bore Hole

I otter 
know!
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Without our care
How to solve the pepper problem...

90 minutes 
problem solved!

Water from bore holes fl
ows through 

the watercress bed
s...

...but 
not str

aight i
nto the

 stream

0

30
60

90 mins

The water from the 
watercress beds is pumped 

up the field and back 
again for 90 minutes 

before it gets into the 
stream.

Happy shrimp

Crushed watercress 
releases pepperyness as 
a defence. Uncrushed 

watercress is less 
peppery. Can you tasete 

the difference?

When pepperyness 
goes down after 

90 minutes shrimp 
happyness goes up.

0 30 60 90



Chalk 
Stream 
Game

Stop! 
vole crossing

Stop to admire 
a kingfisher
miss a go

Catch 
a lift on a 

tractor 

Fly like 
a damselfly Peppery 

taste fires 
you foreward

Swim 
like a fish move 

ahead 3

1

6
63

3 Miss a go Wait 90 
minutes to reduce 

pepperyiness before 
you rejoin the 

stream” 
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2 2
Stop and eat a 

watercress cone.

Go 
to the 

FINISH if you 
see an otter



Stop 
to watch 
watercress 

grow miss a 
turn

Delivery 
truck gets 

a puncture

Find a Caddis Fly.
Go level with a 
friend ahead to 
tell them

put 
on a 

blindfold 
for tasting

Growing 
well

Drink 
Egyptian 
watercress 
juice 

Slurping 
soup

Swim 
like a fish move 

ahead 3

3 4

2
3

4

3
Halt 

to build a holt. 
Miss one go
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Stop and eat a 
watercress cone.

Now you 
can eat!
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