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~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

 

 Welcome to new members:  

 
Brian Stoneham from Galleywood and Darren Hogg from Danbury 

  
 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

 

We welcome members’ photos, articles and other contributions to Coates’ 

Cuttings.  Please e-mail them to nl@chelmercanaltrust.co.uk or post them 

to Windmill Pasture, Little Waltham Road, Chelmsford, Essex, CM1 7TG. 
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Editor’s column 
 

It’s a long time since our last newsletter. 

Some of you must have wondered whether 

you would ever see it again! Thankfully the 

flame is still flickering and we hope that soon 

it will be burning brightly. We do, of course, very much regret the 

long silence caused by the changed circumstances of our editorial 

staff and the lack of anybody to deputise. This issue is still 

unresolved, so if anyone feels that they would like to help in any way 

then please get in touch. 

 This edition contains an update on the progress of the restoration of 

the last wooden lighter on the navigation, Susan. The Trust, as a mark 

of our support for this worthy cause, has donated £5000. 

You will see from our website that we have been very active – and 

successful – in combating the invasive floating pennywort. Our 

monthly work parties have continued in all weathers. These 

impressive efforts have been recently complemented by interest from 

other local organisations with similar objectives. So we decided to 

call a meeting to exchange views on the threat of invasive species in 

general. The outcome of this has led to us making a bid for funds 

from Defra to establish a Local Action Group, to cover the 

catchments of the rivers Chelmer and Blackwater.  To promote this 

initiative we are holding a conference on April 25
th
, the detail of 

which is included here. Do come along and find out all about it. 

The former RNLI lifeboat, the John and Frances Macfarlane, which 

rescued 26 people in its heyday, will be joining a huge flotilla of 

boats on the Thames, celebrating the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee 

pageant. The flotilla, made up of rowing boats, working boats and 

pleasure boats of all shapes and sizes- estimated to stretch more than 

12miles along the river, will be the largest seen on the Thames in 

modern times. The lifeboat is currently moored at Heybridge but on 

June 3
rd

  she will be joining the Royal Barge, The Spirit of Chartwell, 

on the Thames. 

A special thank you to Roy Chandler and David Goodridge for their 

contributions to this edition. 
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     Chairman’s statement - Chelmer Canal Trust 2010-2011 
 

Another year has passed in the history of the trust. It has been a year 

of ongoing achievement and challenges.   

Our work parties have continued with a small but dedicated band of 

volunteers, who meet once a month to control the invasive American 

Pennywort and other tasks which benefit the waterway, such as litter 

picking. There can be no doubt that the actions of our work parties 

over the years have brought the problem of American Pennywort 

under control to the point where it is no longer in evidence to the 

untrained eye. This still falls short of our eventual goal of complete 

eradication from the entire basin of the River Chelmer. It is this last 

part of the job which is undoubtedly the most difficult and is 

certainly not endowed with the macho glamour of hauling out huge 

rafts of growth to reveal the previously unseen water, as some of us 

remember from the early years of the project. The work now often 

involves the meticulous inspection of the watercourses and the 

removal of sometimes quite small pieces of weed. The potential of 

this weed for very rapid growth means that this work is still crucial, 

and I would like to pay tribute to our loyal band of volunteers who 

cheerfully turn out in rain or shine. We have found that of various 

options, volunteer labour has proved to be the most effective way of 

tackling this sort of work. 

We are a sponsoring member of the Susan Trust, who exist to 

preserve the Susan, the very last of the traditional timber Chelmer 

Barges. This is a critical time for Susan, and they need to raise 

considerable sums in order to get Susan on a sustainable footing. It is 

our hope that once the current restoration work is complete, Susan 

will be able to earn her keep by providing educational trips on the 

navigation, something we are very pleased to support. In these 

difficult economic times, funding for heritage projects such as this 

can be increasingly problematic, but the work needs doing now to 

prevent further decay.  As this project is in line with the aims of the 

trust on a number of levels, it was decided to make an exceptional 

grant of £5000 to the Susan Trust from our own reserve funds in 

support of this work, with a view to working with the Susan Trust at 

some future time to achieve our mutual aims.   
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On the subject of the challenges we face, our numbers on the 

executive committee have fallen to a very small core, and this has 

meant that when family issues, work commitments etc. have taken 

your trustees away from the work of the trust, we have had no choice 

but to do less. We have always ensured that all of the key 

administrative tasks are attended to, but unfortunately we have been 

falling behind with a number of activities important to our 

overarching aims. The publication of our newsletter, the arrangement 

of evening talks, and our examination of planning applications have 

all suffered this year,  to some extent, for this reason. We were also 

deeply disappointed that it was necessary to call off our planned 

Half-Marathon due to insufficient numbers of volunteers.   

We need to recruit new members to the committee and I urge anyone 

who feels they could get more involved to come forward. If you have 

particular skills in a relevant area, co-ordinating the newsletter, 

organising events or acting as treasurer, or if you can simply bring 

some committed commonsense to the management of the Trust, you 

would be made very welcome. It is difficult to over emphasise the 

importance of having enough people who are prepared to give a little 

bit of their time and perhaps a bi-monthly meeting, to help with the 

running of the trust to ensure our long term sustainability. Members 

should understand that the present situation is not sustainable.  

My apologies for being brutal but without more hands-on support, the 

board will have no alternative than to consider some sort of exit 

strategy from our present organisational structure. This might take 

the form of a merger with another charity with similar aims, or even 

the winding up of the trust. While neither of these options is palatable 

to us, it would be irresponsible of us not to draw our current 

circumstances to your attention. We invite members to make their 

views known to the board on this subject by the end of the year. 

 

Finally I would like to thank all of the trustees, volunteers and 

members who continue to support the Chelmer Canal Trust through 

this challenging period. 

 

William Marriage September 2011 
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                                 “Chunker” 
 

        
 
    Chunker at Heybridge Basin- big enough to crawl through 

 

The recent chunker replacement at Heybridge has aroused a lot of 

interest. Excavating 200 years of history formed part of it and the use 

of an uncommon word was another. One wonders whether the origin 

of the word “chunker” is as old as the thing that it describes. 

“Chunker” is not listed in the New Oxford English Dictionary. The 

nearest that one can get is “channel” and “chunnel”. The latter is 

widely used to describe the Channel tunnel and is certainly a 

derivative of the two- a tunnel under a channel. We are told that 

“chunnel” is ostensibly a modern word not widely used before the 

1950’s and not at all before the 1920’s. A “channel” is described as a 

length of water joining two large areas of water- the English Channel 

joins the North Sea and the Atlantic. In the case of the channel under 

the navigation it can be said to join the waters of former Blackwater 

River and the sea. Further definitions are just as helpful: “channel” -

“a hollow bed for a natural or artificial waterway”. This nicely 
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describes the hollow artificial waterway under the canal. And another 

definition supports its use: “a tubular passage or duct for liquid” 

Thus a chunker describes an underground channel. We can see where 

the“chun” part is derived from but the “ker” ending is still a mystery 

and the search continues. 

The use of an unusual word associated with the history of the 

navigation is always of interest- there are many similar words 

dedicated to the old tools and crafts used to construct and maintain 

the navigation. Of equal interest is the artefact itself- a large 

rectangular duct made from planks of native local elm clenched 

together by iron nails forged in the local smithy. The whole structure 

was some thirty metres long stretching right across and under the 

river. It is a testimony to the workmanship of our forebears and the 

durability of English elm- a wood that is renowned for being 

preserved under water. A walk along the bank at Heybridge Basin 

will be rewarded with the sight of the genuine article, parts of the 

200yr old elm chunker removed from under the canal. 

               

    

           
 

                 “Light at the end of the tunnel” (chunker) 
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There has been some speculation as to what is going to happen to this 

historical artefact now it is being subjected to the rigours of an 

outdoor climate. It is unlikely to receive the same prestigious 

treatment as the Mary Rose. We have an industrial museum on the 

navigation in Chelmsford which sounds like an ideal resting place for 

our chunker. Perhaps it would be a good exhibit with which to start a 

permanent exhibition linking it up with the historic lighter Susan 

when it returns from its refit. Heaven forbid that our heritage chunker 

will be left to moulder on the bank at Heybridge Basin! 

The chunker’s replacement is still a channel in a tunnel - a “tubular 

passage for liquid” carrying flood waters from Heybridge under the 

canal. It is interesting to speculate whether in 2210 when contractors 

are called to repair it that they will still be calling it a “chunker”. 

Let’s hope this marvellous word has not disappeared in the mists of 

time and has been replaced by “an old concrete pipe.”   (D Courtman)                        

                 
                              

                           “Out with the old in with the new”                        
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    Recent Works on the Chelmer and Blackwater        
 

 

 
                                    Paper Mill Lock bank piling 

 

No major lock refurbishments were planned for 2010 on the Chelmer 

& Blackwater Navigation. The major Essex Waterways Ltd. project 

for the year was bank piling at Paper Mill Lock. This had to be 

undertaken during the summer when the risk of flood conditions was 

(hopefully) at its lowest.  The poor condition of the lower bank 

between the two weirs was quite evident when seen from the mill 

pool below the lock. Here the plastic and timber piles were obviously 
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failing with the risk of further bank collapse. If left unchecked, this 

would result in failure of the weir structures which are especially 

prone to heavy flood flows.  

 

Less obvious was the weak condition of the upper bank adjoining the 

weirs at Treasure Island, as this is on the backwater. Erosion here had 

reduced both the bank height and bulk and during last winters 

flooding the bank was close to a breach situation. This would have 

had dire consequences upon the moored boats at Paper Mill and 

therefore repairs needed to be implemented. 

 

While piling schemes for these two banks were being evolved, the 

island bank below the lock began to show signs of collapse with 

sections falling away. Once the adjoining piling work was underway, 

the deterioration of the island bank became more rapid and the 

decision was taken to re-pile this whilst the contractor was on-site.   

            

One of the prime difficulties with such work on the Navigation is the 

lack of land access and thus the need to bring in specialist floating 

equipment. This obviously comes at a cost, although use of plant 

specifically suited to the work can of course be cost effective. In this 

instance Land & Water were appointed as specialist contractors, 

having considerable experience of this type of work. 

 

“Mobilisation”, that is bringing the plant and equipment to site and 

setting this up, was an impressive operation. This involved a convoy 

of large HGV’s being brought to site one at a time, in a pre-arranged 

order so as the equipment they carried was that needed for the current 

assembly operation. It was interesting to learn that the person 

responsible for this part of the contract was also a Director of our 

associated Waterway Recovery Group!   

   

The work between the weirs and to the lock island required the use of 

7 metre long piles with a cost of over £35,000 for these piles. The 

piling rig was placed on a large pontoon which was assembled from 

twelve sections which were transported on two large articulated 

vehicles.  
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Backfilling of the newly piled areas was from gravel gained by 

dredging out a shoal from the mill pool, thus removing an obstacle to 

navigation whilst also being a very sustainable operation. The 

excavator used for this was placed in a wide beam purpose made 

barge that was delivered in two sections, so as to be road 

transportable, and assembled once placed in the river. The smaller 

section piles to the upper bank were installed with this equipment. 

A motorized tug was available to assist with the operations. 

 

Essex Waterways Ltd has been particularly successful over the last 

five years in obtaining grant funding towards the four major lock 

restorations on the Navigation. In the current financial climate it is 

much more difficult to achieve funding assistance, and it seems that 

works to pile banks, however necessary, are perhaps less glamorous 

than refurbishing listed lock structures! We were therefore especially 

pleased to receive a grant of £10,000 from Essex Environment Trust 

(courtesy of Essex landfill operators namely Lafarge Aggregates Ltd., 

Cory Environmental Ltd. and Veolia Environmental Services) 

towards these works.                                                   (Roy Chandler) 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

                         A Proliferation of Notices 

 

                                         “KEEP OUT”? 

 

 Visitors to the Chelmer and Blackwater Navigation Conservation 

Area will not find many “KEEP OUT” notices to block their way or 

disturb their peace of mind. Certainly not in such a stark and blatant 

form as shown above but they will find quite a lot of others which 

convey the same message albeit in a slightly different form. This is a 

shame because people want to explore the beauty of the countryside, 

and not to have it spoilt by an ugly notice. 

 Whilst we have to accept that some notices are important for safety 

reasons, and that they need to clearly make their point, there are 

many others that don’t fall into this category. It is these, the vast 

majority that we should be concerned about. Ideally we should be 

aiming for a “notice free zone”, and potential and existing “notifyers” 



- 12 - 

could help to achieve this happy state. They would do well to ask 

themselves a few critical questions before they resort to boards, paint, 

nails and posts: 

Is the message that I want to communicate really necessary?  

Is the message clear and inoffensive? 

Is it positioned so that it can be clearly seen by those to whom it is 

directed? 

Is its format aesthetically acceptable and it does not create a blot on 

the landscape? 

With these questions in mind we can look at a few of the existing 

notices  

 
 

             Notice painted on Sandford Lock bridge 

The former managers of the Chelmer and Blackwater Navigation 

wanted to stop swimming in the lock (although who fancies it now!). 

They have clearly made the point using an unattractive format and 

rather archaic language on a listed historical building. 
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                  This notice has been posted at Barnes Mill lock 

 

The navigation’s managers have posted this notice presumably to 

satisfy “Health and Safety” requirements and to protect the 

navigation’s natural environment. 

The message is clearly stated and contains an encouraging positive 

statement –“Welcome to the lock” - that helps to compensate for a 

long list of negatives 

It is sited in a prominent position beside the lock where it can be 

clearly seen by lock users and visitors  

Unfortunately in order to be “noticed” the garish format used is 

unattractive and detracts from the setting of the lock. 
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    Notice across the River Blackwater above Beeleigh Weir 

                            

The owners of the fishing rights on the lower Blackwater clearly feel 

the need to keep boaters away and make their point in a blunt and 

uncompromising manner, some might say offensively so. Sited in a 

prime position, using an ugly format, it is a visual eyesore which 

diminishes the quality of a prime beauty spot. 
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 Notice on the “Umbrella Bridge” (Baldocks) at Sandon                     

 
 The message is clear: "I am going to write my message in a 

prominent inaccessible place in defiance of everybody.” Needless to 

say the message is offensive and ugly and is in sharp contrast to the 

bucolic setting of a coracle passing under the bridge.  The format 

could well have been inspired by the ugly painted notice “No 

bathing” on the next bridge downstream. 

This last example of a notice might be regarded as rather extreme and 

difficult to stop. For the most part we can campaign to rid the 

landscape of unnecessary and unsightly notices, and also to improve 

those which are deemed to be essential. It would be nice to think that 

in conservation area there was someone to take overall responsibility 

for the siting of notices and for the standard of their presentation.  
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             A sample of some others that you might see 
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           Boyhood Adventures on the River                                  

 

              “A rat crept softly through the vegetation 

                 Dragging it’s slimy belly on the bank 

                 While I was fishing in the dull canal 

                 On a winter evening round behind the gas house..,” 

 

 When I first read that verse from T.S Elliott’s “Wasteland” I was 

reminded that us boys used to fish for giant tench on the muddy 

bottom of the canal beside the gas works at Springfield Basin. (It was 

probably the only part of the celebrated poem that made any sense to 

me!) We had by that time improved our repertoire of home- made 

garden cane rods by adapting army surplus radio aerials; these thin 

metal rods looked the part and were certainly very whippy, albeit in 

an uncontrollable sort of way and they lacked the measured tension 

of the genuine article. 

We wouldn’t have fished at this spot “on a winter evening” for even 

we knew that the prey would be asleep in the bottom ooze waiting for 

the spring sunshine to warm things up. Early summer mornings were 

the best time to fish for tench, and huge red worms the best bait- the 

larger the worm the larger the fish was our thinking. We had to wait 

for the first season’s potatoes to be harvested in the garden at home 

before we were allowed to dig deeply for worms. Then the technique 

was to arrive on the bank “behind the gas house” at the crack of 

dawn, thread a large worm onto a hook, deposit on the bottom of the 

canal and wait. 

On most days nothing happened but one day the fish must have been 

extra hungry and we watched in awe and great excitement as our 

float, normally upright, began to slowly rise up out of the water and 

lie on its side: one of two bubbles arose to accompany it and then, 
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after an eternity, it gently descended and disappeared from view Now 

was the time to strike. We had got one! The ultra flexible rod bent 

double and we held on fast. From our studies of the pictorial fishing 

guide in the Daily Mirror featuring a certain Mr Crabtree, we knew 

that this was the time “to play the fish” by releasing some of tension 

on the line and gradually reeling it back in. Unfortunately such 

finesse was beyond the technical capacity of our home-made reels, 

and the knots in the line would not allow it to have passed through 

the top ring of the rods anyway. And so it was a trial of sheer strength 

between fish and improvised tackle.  A giant golden fish surfaced 

with a massive swirl and thrashing, showed its eyes and mouth, 

turned away as if  in disbelief  and  contempt  and promptly dived in 

a golden arc back to the deeps carrying all before it leaving us 

gasping and grasping our now straightened but twanging aerial. 

Disappointed but not downhearted we searched the countryside for 

new challenges. 

Abandoned gravel pits were always wonderful places to explore; you 

could sit in old cars, catch newts in ponds, slide down the steep 

gravely banks or try and reach the sand martin’s nests at the end of 

long tunnels on the vertical sides.  One day we found an old canoe. 

This trophy was carried home to a friend’s back garden – someone 

whose parents left the garden to the rigours of nature while they 

busied themselves with more urgent matters, 

The canoe was short, about ten feet, made from sturdy wooden slats 

on to what was hammered a coarse canvas green fabric. The deck had 

a large opening to allow entry and exit. It was quite narrow and 

extremely heavy for something so small. Repairs were needed. There 

were obvious holes in the canvas below the waterline. We had no 

idea on how to mend it and chose not to share our difficulties with 

any adults for fear of being supervised. 

In one corner of the local market place were some large chunks of 

solidified pitch that had been, or were about to be, we knew not 



- 19 - 

which, used to mend the roads. Whenever we passed by on our 

wanderings we would break pieces off to chew on – this was a 

substitute for the chewing -gum that we were sometimes successful at 

cadging from the visiting American servicemen. “Got any gum 

chum?” was the catch phrase; the more adventurous of us asked for 

cigarettes – the packets of “Lucky Strike” and “Camel” were 

collector’s pieces.   We figured that pitch chippings used to 

waterproof roads would be ideal for waterproofing the bottom of a 

canoe. They were collected, put into an iron pot and placed upon a 

bonfire in the back garden. We watched anxiously as the pitch 

melted, then boiled, and then caught fire!  Somewhat panic stricken 

we grabbed a kettle of water from the house and quickly emptied it 

onto the boiling flaming mass, or tried to, because the sudden 

eruption as the water hit the foaming mass was dramatic! We had 

created our own real life Hiroshima – a mini atomic bomb – a 

massive smoke cloud rose high above us. It would not have been 

surprising had we been visited by the local fire brigade and “held for 

questioning”. We had certainly proved the inverse of the old proverb 

“to pour oil on troubled waters”:  you can’t pour water on to molten 

pitch! 

 

We did eventually manage to complete the repairs after a fashion and 

a launching day was planned. Why we chose to travel the two miles 

from home to Barnes Mill now puzzles me because there was water 

closer to hand at Moulsham Mill. Perhaps it was because we thought 

that there was a risky element involved in launching into deep water 

and that the shallows below the weir at Barnes were more friendly. 

Most boys at this time owned racing carts cum trolleys Homemade 

with Dad’s assistance, they consisted of an open box in which you 

sat, attached to one end of a plank, at the other end a pivotal cross bar 

was fixed for your feet, to which was fitted steering strings and 

wheels. Two wheels at the back completed the chariot and much fun 
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was had tearing up and down the pavement pushed or pulled by 

friends. 

The canoe was tied to such a chariot with towing ropes attached to 

two bikes. Off we set for Barnes mill in with out- riders in attendance 

in great excitement. 

On arrival, after many stops for critical adjustments to our load and 

just as we were preparing ourselves for the launch the decisive hand 

of fate intervened in the form of a higher authority. Such persons 

were something that boys tried at all costs to avoid as their frequently 

used and much loved words were “no” and “you can’t”. This was 

indeed the case and I can still feel the onset of gloom and despair 

descending from above and seeping relentlessly into our spirits. Mr 

McNair was the owner of the little kiosk that sold soft drinks and 

sweets on the meadow and as he was also a hirer of rowing boats and 

punts. He knew all about boating rules and regulations. We were 

subjected to a profusion of “no’s” and “you cants,” and it appeared 

that we had to have a licence. Even at our tender age, when authority 

was never questioned, something like the grandeur of a licence didn’t 

seem to match up to the pathetic woebegone looking ship that we 

were going to launch in the shallows. But we feared that any rebuttal 

of his protestation would lead to the next line favoured by bossy 

adults: “I will go and get the police”. 

Perhaps it is significant that I have no recollection of what happened 

next. No doubt the shock and trauma of such a disappointment has 

been expunged from my consciousness- severe shock does that sort 

of thing. Whether we committed our beloved craft to the bushes or 

struggled home with it, I know not. Let’s hope that it was left 

somewhere under a bush or in disused pit lying in wait for another 

band of young explorers and that the climax of their adventure was 

not ruined by an authority figure, at least not until they had got 

themselves thoroughly wet.  

(D Courtman)
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    The Restoration of the Wooden Lighter, “Susan”           

Susan was towed to St Osyth Boatyard at the end of May 2010.   The 

first stage of her journey was from Sandford Mill to Heybridge Basin 

and this took 10 hours as it involved passing through 9 locks.   As 

Susan is so large, the towing boat had to be taken through each lock 

first.   The lock was then refilled, Susan was pulled through manually 

and the lock refilled again.   On reaching Heybridge Basin, Susan 

was moored in the chamber of the sea lock and her pumps were 

connected to an electricity supply. 

The following day, as the weather forecast was good and the sea was 

calm, the boat builder brought his towing boat to Heybridge Basin.   

At high tide the gates of the sea lock were opened and Susan was 

towed out to sea.   She was towed down the Blackwater estuary, past 

Mersea Island and Brightlingsea to St Osyth, a journey of about 20 

miles. 

A few days after arriving at the boatyard, Susan went into one of the 

floating dry docks where her underwater timbers were examined in 

order to give a more accurate estimate for the cost of restoration.   It 

was agreed that the restoration work would be carried out in 5 stages 

and these are as follows. 

 

Stage 1. Replacement of the main keelson. 

Stage 2. Complete re-planking of the bottom of the boat and 

renewal of the chines. 

Stage 3. Replacement of the sub-keelsons. 

Stage 4. Repair of the gunwales and superstructure. 

Stage 5. Design and construction of a cover to protect Susan 

when not in use. 

Stage 1, the replacement of the main keelson was completed in July 

and this has stabilised the frame structure of the hull.   All the 

invoices for this have been paid.  

Stage 2, the complete re-planking of the bottom of the boat,   renewal 

of the chines and the rebuilding the propeller tunnel will cost about 

£50,000 plus £10,000 VAT.   This will make the hull watertight.   

The Susan Trust currently has £54,000 towards this. 

.Stages 3, 4 and 5 are estimated to cost a further £30,000 plus £6,000 

VAT. 
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Susan is berthed on a mud bank at the boatyard and is waiting to 

enter the large dry dock.   This is currently occupied by the Thames 

Sailing Barge 'Thalatta' which is a million pound Heritage Lottery 

Project.   Work on this should be completed in the next few weeks. 

The Susan Trust has already purchased much of the wood required 

for Stage 2 and this has been cut to shape and left to season.   Sir 

Alastair Stewart gave a number of seasoned oak planks which came 

from a tree in his garden and these have been taken to the boatyard 

ready for use. 

 

 
Chelmer Canal Trust’s William Marriage handing over the cheque  

for £5000 to Roy Chandler and David Goodridge of The Susan Trust  

 

Grants have been received from Chelmsford Borough Council, Essex 

County Council, Essex Heritage Trust, National Historic Ships and 

The Augustine Courtauld Trust.   Generous donations have been 

received from The Chelmer Canal Trust and the Chelmsford Branch 

of the Inland Waterways Association.   Additional grant applications 

have either been submitted or are in course of preparation. 

When the restoration has been completed, the Susan Trust will apply 

for a public passenger license to enable Susan to carry fare paying 

passengers for trips along the Navigation.   The income from these 

trips will help pay future maintenance costs. 

 

David Goodridge 13.3.12 
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            J.A.Baker’s Obsessive Passion 

 

                  
 

J A Baker’s book “The Peregrine” is based upon his observations 

over one winter in the Chelmer Valley. Not only has it become a 

birdwatcher’s bible but it has been recognised nationally as a 

masterpiece of twentieth century non-fiction- a poetic appreciation of 

the mellifluous beauty of our local landscape. 
He describes how he came to bird watching: “I came late to love of 

birds. For years I saw them only as a tremor on the edge of vision. 

They know suffering and joy in simple inner states not possible for us. 

Their lives quicken and warm to the pulse our hearts can never 

reach. They race to oblivion. They are old before we have finished 

growing” 

The first bird he searched for was the nightjar which used to nest in 

the valley: “Its song is like the sound of a stream of wine spilling 

from a height into a deep booming cask. It is an odorous sound with                                                        

a bouquet that rises to the quiet sky. In the glare of day it would seem                                                                                 

thinner and drier, but dusk mellows it and gives it vintage. If a song 

could smell, this song would smell of crushed grapes and almonds 
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and dark wood.The sound spills out and none of it is lost. The whole 

wood brims with it.” 

Baker lost his heart to the first peregrine he saw on a frosty 

December day where the Chelmer valley meets the estuary: “The sun 

reddened out of the white river mist, fields glittered with rime, boats 

were encrusted with it; only the gently lapping water moved freely 

and silent. I went along the high river-wall towards the sea. The stiff 

crackling white grass became limp as the sun rose through a clear 

sky into dazzling mist. Frost stayed all day in sheltered places, the 

sun was warm there was no wind. 

 I rested at the foot of the wall and watched dunlin feeding at the tide-

line. Suddenly they flew upstream, and hundreds of finches fluttered 

overhead, whirling away with a “burr” of desperate wings. Too 

slowly it came to me that something was happening which I ought not 

to miss. I scrambled up, and saw that the stunted hawthorns on the 

inland slope of the wall were full of fieldfares. Their sharp bills 

pointed to the north- east, and they clacked and spluttered in alarm. I 

followed their point, and saw a falcon flying towards me. It veered to 

the right and passed inland. It was like a kestrel, but bigger and 

yellowier, with a more bullet -shaped head, longer wings, and 

greater zest and buoyancy of flight. It did not glide till it saw 

starlings feeding in stubble, then it swept down and was hidden 

amongst them as they rose. A minute later it rushed overhead and 

was gone in a breath into the sunlit mist. 

 This was my first peregrine. I have seen many since then, but none 

has excelled it for speed and fire of spirit. For ten years I spent all 

my winters searching for that restless brilliance, for the sudden 

passion and violence that peregrines flush from the sky.. For ten 

years I have been looking upward for that cloud -biting anchor 

shape, that crossbow flinging through the air…” 

There have been various “kills” reminiscent of peregrines reported of 

late in the valley but no positive sightings. Peregrines can be seen 

lower down the valley at the Bradwell Atomic Energy Station where 

they have been nesting on one of the reactor buildings. 

 

 D. Courtman 
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 Conference on invasive non-native plants  

 

One of the most significant and high-profile aspects of the Chelmer 

Canal Trust’s work over the last ten years has been management and 

potential eradication of the invasive weed Floating American 

Pennywort. Thought to have entered the Navigation as a result of 

people clearing weed from their garden ponds, this weed soon 

became established along the length of the Navigation and threatened 

to close it down as a navigable waterway. 

Superb efforts by volunteers, along with the development of creative 

and effective ways of removing the weed, have meant that the 

Navigation is now virtually pennywort-free, and the navigability and 

ecology is hugely improved. It is unlikely that pennywort will ever be 

totally eradicated, but it is certainly now under effective control.  

And now nature, or rather interference in nature, presents us with 

further developing challenges! Mink continue to devastate the duck, 

moorhen and water vole populations, Himalayan Balsam is starting to 

migrate down the banks of the Navigation, and there are at least two 

patches of Japanese Knotweed. We are told that any crayfish in the 

Navigation are likely to be Signal Crayfish.  

So we have a host of non-native invasive species potentially waiting 

to take over and disturb the traditional balance. With this in mind, 

and able to demonstrate such impressive success in the past, Chelmer 

Canal Trust is leading the way in developing strategies to manage 

and eliminate these ‘new’ predators. The Trust has made a bid for 

funds from Defra to establish a partnership of similar minded local 

organisations to monitor, control and eradicate invasive plants in the 

catchments of the Chelmer and Blackwater rivers. Associated with 

this two year project is an evening seminar Chelmer Canal Trust is 

putting on; this will take place on Wednesday, 25
th

 April at Langford 

and Ulting Village Hall. If you would like to find out more about 

how we intend to tackle the challenges, and the new ways that you 

can be involved if you are interested, please book your place: email 

seminar@chelmercanaltrust.co.uk. Or write to: Chelmer Canal Trust, 

c/o Windmill Pasture, Little Waltham Road, Chelmsford, CM1 7TG. 

Or for further details visit our website at:  

www chelmercanaltrust.co.uk. 
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                                           The Estuary 
                          
                               At the appointed hour 
                          
                    Though always later than the day before 
 
                                   The tide swells 
 
                               At the widening mouth 
 
                                   To bring the flood 
                                 
                               That knows no bounds 
 
                                        To make 
 
                                 A light blue vastness 
 
                                  Merging with the sky 
 
                                 With islands and inlets 
  
                             Fingers reaching for the green 
 
                                         Limitless 
 
                              A liquid stream of colour 
 
                                  Rising to the brim 
 
                                  Higher and higher 
 

                                       And higher still 
 
Don McCort 
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                              Unusual Sightings 

                                Chelmer Gold (gravel) 

 
                                            

                                                Happy family 
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                                    “I’m nearly a swan!” 
 

 
 

Some useful phone numbers: 
  

Chelmer and Blackwater Navigation (IWA/Essex Waterways Ltd); - 01494 783453 
Colin Edmond, General Manager - 01245 226245  

Hugh Turner, Moorings Manager - 01245 222025 
Martin Maudsley, Heybridge Basin - 07712 079764 

Ron and Judith, Blackwater Boat Trips — 01206-853282 

Heybridge Boat Trips — 07835 657462  

Paper Mill Lock, Tea Room and  Boat Trips —  01245 225520 

Environment Agency — General Enquiries: 08708 506 506 (Mon-Fri 8-6)  

 Incident hotline: 0800 807060 (Free phone* 24 Hour) 

 
No articles may be copied or reprinted without the author's consent. The Chelmer Canal Trust may not 

agree with opinions expressed in this newsletter.  Nothing printed may be construed as policy or an 

official announcement unless stated otherwise and no liability can be accepted for any matter in the 

newsletter. 

www.chelmercanaltrust.co.uk 


