
History of the Essex Seed Industry
Essex was suitable for seed-growing because it has

good communications, is near the London market, and
has a warmdry climate good for ripening and drying
seeds. The oldest seed-growing businesses in the
county can be traced back to the late 18th century.
They include Cants of Colchester (1724), Moss of

Kelvedon (1780), and J.K. King of Coggeshall (1793).

By 1900, Essex was the
largest centre of seed-
growing in the country,
there being 45 businesses
located mainly in the
Coggeshall-Kelvedon area.
Seeds grown included corn,
grass, root crops such as
mangels, turnips and sugar
beet, peas, beans, and
many different types of
flowers such as salvia,
antirrhinum, lobelia and
sweet peas.

Seed growing was a labour intensive business. The fields had to be
‘rogued,’ that is checked for sports or plants which had not come true to
type. The seeds had to be picked at the right moment and then had to
be cleaned. Each type might require a special technique. The traditional
flail was used to process seed crops long after it had ceased to be used
for threshing grain. Manufacturers of agricultural equipment produced a
wide range of machines for dressing or cleaning different types of seed.
Ingenious growers often made their own machines or adapted existing
ones.

Since the 2nd World War, the
seed industry has been in
decline, largely because of rising
costs and foreign competition.
Many of the businesses have
closed down or merged with
larger ones. The only one to
survive is E.W. King of
Coggeshall. Ernest William King
set up his seed business in
rivalry with that of his
grandfather, John K. King, in the
same street in Coggeshall in
1888.

The company prospered and
was soon the largest
wholesale seed business in
Essex. It grew a wide range of
vegetable seeds, as well as
flowers, including sweet peas,
for which it had already
established a considerable
reputation by 1905. Today,
E.W. King is the largest
independent seed company in
Britain which still grows its
own seeds.
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