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

Welcome to new member: 
 

Ray O’Shea from Springfield 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

 

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 

 
The winter months are when many find 

the pleasures of being on or by the water a 

little more challenging. That curious 

cooling effect which the river seems to bestow on the nearby 

hinterlands, so welcome in the sultry heat of mid-summer, makes 

the short days just that little bit more bracing on the towpath.  

None of this puts off the keenest enthusiasts, as the turn out to our 

mid-winter work-parties testifies.  

This year in particular, emboldened by plentiful rains the 

waterways can exhibit restless and wanton behaviour. The 

tranquil ribbon of water becomes a dark and powerful torrent, 

while the meads of the valley floor can resemble vast lakes. This 

is the river at its most basic, taking water from the land to the sea. 

For the good of those who live nearby it must be managed and 

controlled. Among of the more brutal examples of this 

management are Chelmsford’s “concrete canyons”, built in the 

middle of the last century. Together with the automatic weir 

beside the Essex Record Office, they have effectively banished 

flooding from the centre of the town.  Now that the automatic 

weir is approaching the time when expensive repairs may be 

needed – repairs for which the Environment Agency may not 

have the funds – it is a good time to remember the astonishing 

assortment of benefits and pleasures a simple stretch of water can 

bring. It can be tricky making sure that our waterways remain 

places of beauty and drainage, recreation and nature, heritage and 

development - the list goes on. The Trust’s representation on local 

bodies like the Chelmsford River Users Group and the Essex 

Waterways Advisory committee provides us with a valuable 

opportunity to help shape the way these issues are considered for 

the future. We are delighted to be involved with the unveiling of  

Kathryn Sumroy’s Timber Stack sculpture beside Springfield 

Basin. This event will be a collaboration of a number of interested 

bodies, and promises to be an fun and pleasant day out, both for 

those on the water and on land. We particularly like this project, 



- 4 - 

as it preserves an echo of the commercial heritage of the Basin, 

while providing a modern piece of functional public art. It is also 

an excellent reason for boats to gather for a rally away from their 

home moorings. 

With the prospect of building development gathering pace, it is 

particularly important that we promote our waterways so that 

there is mutual benefit with the new built environment. One long 

held goal is to link the rivers of Chelmsford’s town centre, with 

the rest of the navigation. This could be achieved with relative 

ease, and without the need for a new lock, because the waters of 

the town rivers and the Springfield Basin are at the same level. 

There would however be the need for two new bridges, and 

provision for stop gates or dam slots to allow maintenance. Let us 

hope that one of the forthcoming construction projects can include 

the provision for the shallow trench beside the Essex Record 

Office, as fondly imagined in this mock-up. 
 

 
How we imagine The Cut might look.
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Award Winning Sculpture at Springfield Basin 

 

 

       

 
 

 

One of the planning requirements for the new residential 

development at Springfield Basin was to include a public 

art project.  The Indigo Wharf development was featured in 

our last newsletter and is now nearing completion. The 

developers handed the art proposal over to the artist Zoë 

Chamberlain who in turn set it as a challenge to the 

students of the National College of Furniture Design. The 

students visited the site in late November and came up with 

various designs. 

 

The one chosen was by Kathryn Sumroy, who based her 

sculpture on two vintage photographs of unloading timber 

in the Basin and of a passing towed timber barge. She 

entitled her work: “The Timber Stack”. The aim was “to 

create a visual reference to the way timber was transported 
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along the navigation and unloaded at what is now Indigo 

Wharf, to be sawn and crafted”. 

 

So what we have is a sculpture that we can sit on for a rest 

whist shopping, or take a quiet lunch break and admire the 

ever-changing scenes on the waterway; or, if you are young 

and adventurous, to explore and climb upon . Hopefully the 

stack of timber will prompt the question: “Why is there a 

stack of timber here?” thereby unlocking a valuable 

historical link with the past, the lives and work of the men 

off-loading timber from canal barges, their story and place 

of work– a piece of what was then a part of everyday life - 

will be preserved. 

 

The final design won Kathryn the UK Furniture Designer 

of the Year award. We warmly congratulate her. 

 

“Timber Stack” will be installed at Springfield Basin on 

March 27
th

 with an official unveiling on the weekend of 

5
th

/6
th

 April. The April ceremony will be linked with a boat 

rally. Local schools will be invited and related activities 

planned. Blackwater Boats (boat trips) will be in 

attendance. Chelmer Canal Trust will be providing an 

historical exhibition of the working of the navigation and of 

the part played by Coates Quay. An interpretation board 

will accompany the sculpture to inform visitors of its 

significance. 

 Don’t forget to come and celebrate a unique waterway 

event.   
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            Conserving Wildlife around Maldon  
  
Did you know that over 75% of the world’s bluebell 

population is to be found in Essex?                                                      
 

After our recent AGM at Langford, Roy Read, Countryside 

and Coastal Development Officer at Maldon District 

Council, gave a talk on the local wildlife and open spaces 

around Maldon. 

 
 Maldon and the local area covered by the Council is richly populated 

by wild animals and plants but unfortunately a lot of it, probably 

most, is inaccessible to the public. What is available is therefore 

carefully conserved and developed in the public interest. The area is 

one of the least wooded in the country but this is more than 

compensated by the vast area of coastal semi- marshland. The long 

seawalls and delft ditches, the coastal beaches, the many parks and 

parish fields, combine to offer unique habitats for wildlife as well as 

diverse opportunities for recreational pursuits. 

 

One of Roy’s main aims is to get the local community involved in 

wildlife projects. Local groups learn to appreciate and value the areas 

that they have contributed to creating and can be encouraged to take 

ownership of them on a long term basis. Through working to 

regenerate neglected areas the principles of biodiversity and 

conservation can be learned in a practical way.  Thus a valuable 

understanding of the interdependence of plants and animals and the 

importance of a living heritage is built up.  

 

 There is a wide range of activities that can contribute: simple guided 

walks, insect, bat and bird surveys, habitat creation like pond 

digging, tree planting, and coppicing. Old piles of wood and 

undergrowth can be left in places where they can provide homes for 

insects, spiders, beetles, small mammals and reptiles like lizards, 

slow worms and snakes.  Grass and undergrowth cutting can be 
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managed to improve conditions for snakes and smaller animals. 

Management of sites would also consider how to avoid or reduce the 

pressures from visitors, various sporting events, dogs and inquisitive 

children.  Sometimes notices are used to denote what a pile of dead 

wood is being used for in the hope that it won’t be disturbed or 

removed. This also applies to bird and bat boxes. Some cut tree 

branches are left deliberately large so as to discourage people from 

walking off with them!  Activity days are carefully planned and all 

risks carefully assessed. 

 

Roy showed us many photos of the great variety of living things in 

the area. Among the birds were the common gull, godwits, golden 

plover, avocet, Mediterranean gull, meadow pipit, waxwing, coot, 

moorhen, and little and crested grebes. One area along the canal was 

renowned for bats: so far seven different species have been identified.  

On the estuary a local enthusiast has made a large moth trap and has 

earned himself an international reputation. One field in the Tolleshunt 

D’Arcy area is renowned for orchid displays in June and one ancient 

wood at Hazeleigh has a magnificent display of bluebells every year. 

(Evidently seventy five percent of the world bluebell population is to 

be found in Essex.) 

 

In the mid 1990’s Elms Farm Park in Heybridge was developed as an 

informal country park from farmland along the banks of the Chelmer 

and Blackwater Navigation. The 14 hectare site includes a large lake 

which is home to a wide range of wildlife. The lake was created by 

excavations to provide ballast for local roadway construction. A one 

kilometre sign-posted circular route, incorporating the lake, leads 

from the parking area off Heybridge Approach. The path is level and 

firm within the park boundary but parts of the rail trail can be muddy, 

so suitable footwear is advisable.  

 The site is jointly managed by local community groups and the 

Council primarily as a conservation area and location for quiet 

recreation and opportunities to observe an abundant variety of 

wildlife 

 Information about the park and the work of the Conservation Group 

is available on 01621875836 or visit: www.elmsfarmpark.org.uk 
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                       Elm Farm Park Heybridge 

 

 

    The Voyage of the Dawn Treader  
 

The original 'Dawn Treader' was a ship described in C. S Lewis’s 

“Chronicles of Narnia”. The story describes how it was built and 

commissioned by Prince Caspian X, King of Narnia, and the first 

ship to be built since the Golden Age, so that the Prince might sail 

beyond the Lone Islands and on to the unknown Eastern Ocean to 

seek the Seven Great Lords. In the real world its namesake has 

completed an equally interesting journey 

 A “Dawn Treader” was sold to a charity operating on the River 

Medway, in Kent, where it spent many a happy day transporting 

passengers up and down the river evoking the spirit of the  Narnian 

adventures. In 2O04 she was sold to another charity at Harlow, The 

Canal Boat Project.  

Dawn Treader, measuring 27ft long (8.2 mtrs) 10ft 6in (3.2 mtrs) 

beam, was brought to Lee Valley Marina, Stanstead Abbots by road 

transport, where the first task was to remove the wheelhouse over the 

stern deck so it could pass below the bridges on the River Stort! 

Extensive renovations then continued before Dawn Treader was 
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ready for voyages on the Stort where the water was fresher than the 

salt of the tidal Meadway. She was manned and operated by 

volunteer crews at Burnt Mill Wharf in Harlow. 

  Dawn Treader then spent many happy days taking passengers with 

various disabilities on trips along the river and occasionally on the 

adjoining River Lee. After eight years of good and loyal service it 

was decided that Dawn Treader would have to move on to new 

waters and so began another chapter of her life story. On a sunny 

Tuesday in February Dawn Treader made her last voyage on the 

River Stort and returned to Lee valley Marina and was lifted out of 

the water for another road journey to her new home in Essex on the 

The Chelmer & Blackwater Navigation. On the 5
th

 March 2013 Dawn 

Treader was craned into Springfield Basin at Chelmsford. 

The link with Narnia was finally broken on 27
th

 April 2013 when an 

official renaming ceremony took place at Blackwater Boats base at 

Sandford lock, and so Dawn Treader became Blackwater Dawn. It 

was felt that a local name was more appropriate. The naming 

ceremony was performed by Chelmsford’s City Councillor, Freda 

Mountain, who administered the traditional Champagne christening 

for future good luck and new boating adventures. 

 
Champagne baptism of Blackwater Dawn by 

Councillor Mountain and Ron Abbott 
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Revelation at Heybridge Quay 
 

In the last newsletter comments and photographs were 

included detailing the building changes taking place on the 

banks of the industrial estate in Heybridge. The new 

workshops under construction are shown with a tree and a 

water rush fringe of two metres or so. It is probably the 

case that this bank has increased in width over the years 

due to siltation and weed growth. In finishing the final 

works to the building the contractors wanted to create a 

platform bank beside the canal.  

 

Much to their surprise and to the delight of canal historians 

they uncovered the original capped quay headings of 

Dundee stone. These had been preserved in all their glory. 

Some 200metre worth has been brought back to see the 

light of day after being buried for years. How many more 

metres remain is a guess but 100 metres would not be far 

from the mark. In all probability there remains much more 

to be uncovered, especially on the south bank as that is 

where the principal Bentall works were located. It stands to 

reason that a substantial quay was built as massive weights 

were loaded and unloaded from ships navigating to and 

from Heybridge Basin. 

 

The photo opposite was taken while the new building 

At Heybridge was under construction. The bank is 

completely over grown but once it was cleared the original 

wharf stones were revealed. They must have been buried 

for the best part of 100 years. 
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        New workshops under construction on     

former Bentall’s site, south bank of navigation 

 
It is highly likely that the massive Dundee stones shown 

overleaf extend much, much further to the west. They will 

almost certainly continue beyond the distant bankside trees 
 

This revelation reminds us of the engineering and 

seamanship skill of the navvies and sailors who were 

responsible for cutting the stones in Dundee, transporting 

them in wooden sailing ships to Heybridge Basin and using 

them to build the wharf. 
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The original Dundee stones at water level have 

been revealed 

 
Of course the stones were used extensively for wharfs the 

length of the navigation and many remain to be unearthed. 

Even the historic bridges have a protective capping 

guarding their piers. Those at Chapman’s bridge on the 

Long Pond can be seen still just exposed on the north bank 

but completely hidden on the opposite side. 
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               Chapman’s bridge on the Long Pond  

 

 

           Report of the River Users Meeting in                  

                Chelmsford on Oct 14
th

 2013 
   
The meeting was attended by representatives from Essex Waterways, 

Maldon District Council, Essex Wildlife Trust, the Environment 

Agency, and Chelmsford Canoe Club. Essex and Suffolk Water, 

Chelmsford City Council, the Chelmer Canal Trust, and the Sea 

Cadets 

  

The main items which were discusses were as follows: 

 

1. Invasive species 

 

• Floating pennywort: Chelmer Canal Trust was currently 

working on the weed at Cuton, Sandford. Heybridge and 

Great Baddow. Overall amounts were low comparatively but 

were reoccurring in shallow, sheltered places, especially 

ditches. The monthly work parties would continue to monitor 

the situation 
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• Himalayan Balsam was reported in the Sandford area. This 

invasive has to be removed bodily when it flowers to stop it 

seeding. Access is currently problematic and there are no 

action plans at present to remove it. The recommendation was 

that the sites be recorded so that it could be targeted at a later 

date. 

 

2. Chelmer and Blackwater Navigation 

 

• Work on replacement locks has been delayed  

• The towpath between Barnes and Sandford is due to be 

resurfaced 

 

3. Chelmsford Waters 

 

• New signage for portaging was to be made beneath the Bailey 

bridge in Chelmsford to improve its visibility. 

• The lowering of the river levels at Chelmsford had revealed 

potentially dangerous concrete piles and shopping trolleys.  

• The proposed Margaretting Flood Plain currently under 

judicial review wouldn’t take place, if passed, until next year. 

• The New Cut:  progress on a proposed   new canal cut linking 

the navigation to the river Chelmer adjacent to the Essex 

Record Office was hampered by the presence of a high 

pressure gas main on site and the restricted supply of water to 

Springfield Basin. It was suggested that a River User 

Campaign Group be formed to keep the proposal for a cut in 

the public eye. 

• The future of the automatic Chelmsford flood gates, and their 

maintenance, was under review by the Environment Agency. 
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                                  Glossy Ibis 

 
Following on from our recent report of a rare glossy ibis which was 

seen at Heybridge Basin and in a ditch at Barnes Mill there have been 

sightings around the country in January. Evidently the birds have 

been turning up in ones and twos right across the country. You will 

remember that they stalk about in watery places and probe in the mud 

with their long curved-down bill. In one week alone they were seen 

in at least twelve counties from Argyll to Kent. The many flooded 

fields this winter will be like a second home to them although they 

also have been seen in playing fields, horse paddocks and piggeries. 

They earn their glossiness in the spring- that’s if they are still here. 

We will then be treated to the beauty of their purple and green sheen 

for which they are famous. 

They are birds of the Balkan marshes. Those that have arrived here 

are probably from the Spanish breeding colony as we formerly 

reported.  Perhaps, like the little egrets, they will eventually establish 

themselves here, encouraged by the marshy conditions and global 

warming. 
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                             2014 Events 

 
“Water, Water, Everywhere”. Talk by Irene Allen about 

the past and present streams, canals and rivers around the 

village of Langford. Langford and Ulting Village Hall, 

Tuesday 18
th

 February, 7-30 for 8pm. 

 

An opportunity to visit St Osyth to inspect the 

refurbishment of the barge Susan, currently in dry dock. 

Saturday 22
nd

 March, Details to be confirmed. (This will be 

a visit to a working boat yard, and may not be for the faint-

hearted or people with reduced mobility. Appropriate 

footwear and clothing are strongly advised) 

 

Springfield Basin.  Unveiling of the “Timber Stack” 

Sculpture together with a  boat rally, historical exhibition 

and display, unveiling of a new information board, boat 

trips and activities for children. Saturday 5
th

 April. Details 

to be announced 

 

Talk at Langford and Ulting Village Hall, Tuesday 20
th

 

May, 7-30 for 8pm. Details to be announced 

 

Barbecue and boat rally. Rushes Lock (midway between 

Paper Mill and Hoe Mill).Sunday 22
nd

 June, all day. 
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Boat Rally with exhibition of old canal photographs, 

and barbecue. Heybridge Basin, Sunday 24th August, 

All day 

 

Chelmsford’s Heritage Open Days. The public are 

invited to explore the Chelmer and Blackwater Navigation, 

its towpath walks, locks and mills. Chelmer Canal Trust 

will promote walks starting from Paper Mill and Heybridge 

Basin, and will site an historical display of photographs at 

Sandford Museum. Thursday12th September to 

Sunday15th September, all day everyday. (Additional 

information is available on: www.heritageopendays.org  

 

The Annual General Meeting of the Chelmer Canal 

Trust. Tuesday 16
th

 September, Langford and Ulting 

Village Hall, 7-30 for 8pm.  

 

Talk at Langford and Ulting Village Hall, Tuesday 25th 

November 7-30 for 8pm. Details to be announced. 
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                         Hazel catkins on the Long Pond             

 
Some useful phone numbers: 
Essex Waterways Ltd - 01494 783453 
(Operating the Chelmer and Blackwater Navigation) 

Graham Brown, General Manager – 07966 375351 
Hugh Turner, Moorings Manager – 07910 558465 

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 (Freephone 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 an no liability can be accepted for any matter in the 

newsletter. www.chelmercanaltrust.co.uk                                                                                               
 


