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How long have you worked on this market? 
I’ve worked on the catering side of the business for 35 years, 
then 25 years on this market. We used to buy from the  
old Covent Garden market when we had wholesale stores  
in Chelsea.

What’s your earliest memory of the market? 
Standing inside the doorways of the pubs in the old market 
watching my dad drink his scotch and coffees in the 
morning. Anyone who knows about the old market will 
know that – it’s what people did.

How has the market changed over the years? 
Supermarkets have changed the face of the market.  
It used to be all wholesalers. Nothing but them, all around 
the sides. There are a lot more catering businesses on the 
market now. 

What’s your favourite thing about the market? 
It’s like a big family. Like all families – sometimes you hate 
each other! But there aren’t many days that go by when I 
don’t have a good time doing it. I think anyone who knows 
me would say that too. I couldn’t imagine going into an 
office, there’s no way you’d get away with half the things 
that get said around here. 

What’s kept you committed all these years? 
It’s the whole thing. It’s a job I really, really enjoy.  
Working with fruit and veg and seeing the change of 
seasons – it never ceases to surprise me what comes into 
this market. This year was an unbelievable cherry season. 

I haven’t seen one like that for donkey’s years. It just shows 
you what we can produce in this country when we have luck 
with the weather. 

What’s something you can share about the market that 
nobody else would know? 
The bidding side has gone. Back in the day you’d go around 
and bid on stuff, and there’d be high f luctuations in price. 
That part’s gone. They don’t gamble like they used to on the 
market, either - guys used to buy lorry loads of stuff, just 
hoping they sold it. Now when they buy it, most of it goes. 
People know their customers and what they want.

Yours is a fifth-generation family run business.  
What’s it been like to work together? 
We’re very close but we’re quite freakish. A lot of people 
can’t work out how we work with each other all these hours 
and never row, which we don’t. We have a few golden rules 
we follow; we all take the same position, and we all take  
the same dough. We keep it fair. We’re all in the same boat. 
The biggest falling outs between people in these kinds  
of businesses are usually around money. 

If you could be remembered for one thing what  
would it be?
Having a positive attitude and an open mind. And always 
paying our bills on time.

If you could be any fruit or veg what would  
you be and why?
An avocado because I’m always getting squeezed!

Well-seasoned vs fresh faced: the market      through two different lenses

We get a glimpse of 
the market through the 
eyes of one of our most 
seasoned traders,  
Alfie Lay, 64, who works 
at Lays of Chelsea in the 
Fruit and Veg Market.

It never ceases  
to surprise me  
what comes into  
this market
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Well-seasoned vs fresh faced: the market      through two different lenses

How long have you worked in the market? 
10 years. But I’ve been coming down since I was 12. I used 
to work on the fruit side with my uncle (Malcolm Lyall,  
of County Supplies London) before I started working here.  
I’d go down every Saturday to earn a bit of money.

I was studying carpentry at the same time so I’d do 
three night shifts and three days at college. It got a bit 
much though so I started just doing Saturdays and then 
eventually I stopped. 

What did you start off doing? 
Emptying out all the water and rubbish, and keeping 
everything clean and tidy. Now I’m a salesman. A friend 
who used to work here got me the job. It was meant to just 
be for Christmas to help sell the Christmas trees! 

What’s your favourite thing about the market? 
The people I work with. We all have a laugh and a joke and, 
as long as you get the work done, there’s freedom to do what 
you like. 

What’s the biggest challenge? 
Peak seasons like Christmas time when there are thousands 
of trees to sell as well as f lowers. It’s so busy. Wedding 
season can be intense, too. 

What’s kept you committed to the job? 
I’m used to the early starts now. And once you finish,  
you get the whole day to yourself. Plus, I like the people  
I work with. Everyone here’s alright, you know?

What’s the most stressful part of the job? 
It isn’t that stressful. When there are lots of customers  
and you’re standing there, with numbers going through 
your head, trying to serve lots of people and remember lots 
of price – that can be, at times. But part of why I enjoy it is 
because it isn’t high stress. Now all my friends are the ones 
asking for jobs here!

How has the market changed over the years? 
When I first started, it was really busy and then it went 
really quiet through the recession. It’s picked up since. 
We’re a lot busier in the new market too. I see new faces 
every week, with people buying f lowers for photoshoots, 
weddings and events. 

If you could be any flower what would you be and why? 
Hydrangea because they add a lot of character to the stand 
– like me!

We get a glimpse of the 
market through the eyes 
of a fresher faced trader, 
Jack Lyall, 28, who works 
at Bloomfield in the 
Flower Market.

Now all my friends 
are the ones asking 
for jobs here!



We’d love to hear from you
What did you think of Issue Two?  

It would be great to get your feedback. 

And if there’s something you’d like to 
share or see featured in our next quarterly 

newsletter, just let Charlotte know. 
It’s your news and your stories. 

Email: charlotte.cowling@cgma.co.uk
Tel: 020 7501 3494 

Above: Squashes on Buyers’ Walk, September


