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Editor’s column
I wonder what the gentlemen who met in 1793 to
establish the Chelmer and Blackwater navigation
company would make of what the Navigation has
become in modern times? Their financial analysis was
quite simple. The canal would allow a single horse to haul 20 tons of goods into
Chelmsford on a barge, which would easily out-compete the teams of horses
required to haul a single wagon along the roads of the day. This was the disruptive
technology of the it’s day with it’s roots in the desire for financial advantage.
Somehow this same infrastructure remains these two centuries on, and long after
the industrial utility of being able to move heavy goods at walking pace have
passed. Now our waterway is treasured heritage, existing purely for leisure
pursuits, conservation and escape from the ravages of the daily grind. If this is to
continue for future generations, we need to be finding ways to ensure that today’s
young people are able to enjoy the waterway as much as previous generations. I
remember in my own youth that my desire just to find some sort of floating object
on which to proceed out onto any stretch of open
water was irresistible, and if I am honest, it
probably still is! The tragic fatality at Hoe Mill
recently reported in the Essex Chronicle remind us
that locks, weirs and river banks can hold dangers
as well as pleasures, and we must never be
complacent. Every avoidable accident is one too
many. At the same time it would be a great loss if a
proliferation of garish prohibitions denied
youngsters their mischief, mud, grazed knees and
wet clothes in the name of some dystopian myth of
universal health and safety. This is a tricky balance
for the managers of the navigation to strike, and
their job is not to be envied.
It is easy to forget the value of people’s reminiscences. We often think that old
“so and so” could tell us all about something as they spent their lives involved
with it. But alas, it’s often too late, the moment has passed. As we get older we
become a spring of historical experiences and only a few of us find a way of
recording them. Universities these days are well aware of this and many have
established an Oral History department. We are all aware of the broad brush
strokes of the happenings in our lifetime but the flavour, feelings and sounds are
lost. Our story about the Baddow Meads relives the culture of the time and is a
valuable insight into a different world. The stuff of local history.

Barnes and the Baddow Meads – a nostalgic look back
I enjoyed last month’s copy of Coates Cuttings but was saddened
by the article on inappropriate signs, particularly the one at Barnes
Mill: “Beware deep water, beware strong currents, no swimming, no
camping, no inflatables, no fishing”, all the things we boys used to
do, “all craft to be registered. Please ensure your children are
supervised at all times.”
I feel so sorry for youngsters of today especially as all the meads and
Barnes Mill are now fenced off. We had the free run of the place
and, although under instructions and warnings from our parents, the
risks associated with the river and the countryside were small
compared with the dangers faced at the time in the Second World
War.
We always assumed we had the right to go where we wished on the
Meads; generations of families had spent their leisure time there.

John Woods’ family group 1936 with ice creams and deck
chairs from the Barnes shop – he’s the one with the ice cream!

We realised the land and mill were owned by Mr. David Fleming of
Barnes Farm, now the Fox and Raven restaurant. He was a canny
Scots farmer and not thought of as a philanthropist; perhaps we
misjudged him. During the War he supplied us with milk delivered
by horse and cart and I was sent to the farm periodically to buy a
sack of straw for our chickens which were kept in our garden. This
cost a halfpenny which was duly collected. It did however provide
me and my friend Arthur Bennett with half hour’s entertainment as
we had to go through the milking shed to the barn where we played
in the hay.
Be that as it may, as Sea Scouts we had the run of the ground behind
the mill where we had our headquarters, first on an old bus and then
a Nissen hut and a large timber boat house. Were we charged rent for
this? I do not know but if we were, it was only a modest amount. Our
ground was bounded at the far end by the weir which took the excess
water from the mill race to the overflow pool. Behind this was “the
Island”, a piece of land between the two stretches of water. This was
out of bounds and we seldom ventured there as it was thigh deep in
coarse vegetation, a great wildlife area.

Three smart sea scouts standing in a row in front of the Barnes
weir stream (John Woods is first on the left)

We swam it the pool in front of the HQ and in the mill pool below
the mill, also in the canal between the locks known as the “sixteener”
and the “sixer”. Boys would leap off the bridge into the “sixer”. This
bridge gave access to the Meads from the Great Baddow side.

John Woods rowing into the scouts’ landing stage beside Barnes Mill

As scouts we had four boats, two rowing boats and two canoes which
we used on the river without restriction, were they “registered”?
Then of course there were the boats for hire on the mill pond. There
were skiffs, a light fast rowing boat and other more sturdy rowing
boats. The local population was expanded at that time by an estate of
prefab houses occupied by evacuees from London. This was sited
behind Mill View Road.
Adjoining the boat house was a sweet shop supplying sweets, icecreams, teas and soft drinks and deck chairs. So perhaps the rent
from the boat house and shop provided Mr Fleming a reasonable
return on his land.
Finally there was the fishing. Rather like today there was a conflict
of interest and dispute of territory between boaters, anglers and

swans. No sensible fisherman would attempt to fish the river
between the second and third locks on a Sunday in the summer but
apart from that anyone would cast a hook wherever they liked for
roach or gudgeon or even pike and eels. Later it became more
formalised and sophisticated and licences were required.
They say you should never go back to scenes of childhood but it
gives pleasure to recall the times when we had the freedom of the
river banks with no restrictive signs. Lucky us. John Woods

Reflections on John Woods’ Retrospective
John Woods grew up in Springfield Park Avenue during the
War Years. He first lived in Navigation Road, attended local
schools, was a very active member of the 12th Chelmsford Sea
Scouts, worked for a while at Browns on their wood cutting
machines, then with the former Essex Rivers Authority. He
eventually became a water engineer for Cornwall and has since
retired there.
He has given us a valuable glimpse into what the canal meant
to the whole community and to what was a very different age.
Growing up with access to the countryside was an entirely
different experience for boys. They all wore short trousers in
those days and the adventurous ones always carried war wounds
on their knees from falling off their bikes or from a tree.
Adventures there were a plenty. John used to cycle to nearby
Boreham aerodrome and watch the American Marauders take
off for bombing missions in Germany. One day he and his
friend found clips of live bullets which they took home for their
shrapnel collection- they were ordered straight back to put them
where they found them.
At the sand pit at the end of Springfield Road the boys used to
slide down the sides in upturned mud guards of old cars that
had been dumped there, or they barricaded themselves in an old
car while others threw stones at it. For lighter relief they cadged
biscuits from the soldiers looking after the Bofors anti aircraft
gun built on a high steel tower nearby. John finds it hard to
accept that fences and prohibitive notices have changed for ever
his boyhood playground.
There seems to be mounting concern that computer games and
television are no substitute for the real experience of fresh air
and self made fun and outdoor adventure
The countryside is now, despite the notices and restrictions, still
open and accessible. Our increased awareness of the need for

sensible outdoor safety precautions has made modern parents
very cautious about children playing and exploring on their
own. As a result various companies, schools and education
authorities have set adventure centres to provide some
challenges and excitement in a controlled environment, The
Scout and Guide Movements are another safe and trustworthy
provider to capitalise on this.
Some unexpected organisations are developing outdoor
programmes. The National Trust is inviting children along to its
properties and to get out into woods, gardens, streams and
seashore for a bit of an adventure; it has even issued a check list
of “50 things to do before you are eleven a and three quarters,”
tree climbing, kite flying, blackberrying, snow balling, growing
vegetables, fossil hunting, orienteering, abseiling and playing
conkers. As for water activities they suggest getting behind a
waterfall, damming a stream, rafting and “wild swimming”, this
involves getting your kit off and jumping into the nearest river.
Risk no doubt will be kept to a minimum- but there never can
be a proper adventure without a bit of danger and those
resulting scuffed knees. The National Trust’s initiative will
help. The real answer to getting young people to appreciate the
natural world is by parents to stop worrying, letting their
children off the hook and allowing them to get out there on their
own.
Children are tougher than we think and will have their own list
of things to do before they are twelve. Some of them will still
jump into the “sixer” from the bridge at Barnes lock. Indeed
John Woods will be somewhat reassured if he had seen, as I did
recently, the young group of girls who cycled from Hatfield
Peverel to nearby Rushes Lock, where they stripped off and
spent the afternoon sliding down the weir face. Today’s
youngsters will still take risks and make their own adventures!
Dudley Courtman

Meeting held on the 24thApril at Langford &Ulting Village Hall

Containing and Combating Invasive Species
Darren Tansley of Essex Wildlife Trust led the meeting. Rare species
are those which are most affected by invasive species of which there are
about 3000 in this country - mostly plants. Some of these do not pose a
problem but those that do are able to flourish because there is no natural
control to curb their spread and colonisation of natural habitats. Prime
examples are the grey squirrel and the American signal crayfish introduced by the ballast water discharged from visiting shipping.
Invasive plants are often introduced by garden centres from where they
spread into the environment. Unfortunately there is little that can be
done about redeeming the situation in many cases. The killer shrimp for
example completely dominates any habitat where it is introduced.
Another menace is Japanese Knotweed which can be a serious problem
on building sites; quick action must be taken to tackle the problem (we
do have an outbreak on the canal to the east of the Wave Bridge at
Heybridge and contractors have been employed to combat it). Over
eight million pounds was spent on the Olympic site in removing
knotweed, it is so strong that it can grow through concrete. Once
removed it has to be carefully disposed of as even small amounts will
reproduce. Expert handling is essential. Recently a biological control
method has been trialled using a species of weevil. We can only hope
that it does the job and doesn’t lead to unforeseen problems.
Himalayan Balsam is just making its presence felt along the navigation.
It starts growing early in the spring and grows vigorously. It has large
attractive flower heads and exploding seed pods which enable it to
rapidly spread down rivers and streams. The main danger is that it
shades out all native plants leaving bare earth which is washed into the
main river during the winter thus affecting water quality. It has spear
shaped leaves making for easy identification and can be easily pulled up
as it is quite brittle. It is important to get to it before it seeds. This is an
invasive which is easy to control and some 60% of fighting funds are
spent on eradicating it.
Giant Hogweed grows taller that head height and is another weed which
requires expert removal as it causes burning and irritation to the skin

which will reoccur. Workers have to wear specially protective clothes.
The plant has its origins in prehistoric times.
American floating pennywort has spread throughout waterways in the

Volunteers remove floating American Pennywort

country and again needs expertise in removing it. The Chelmer Canal
Trust has been in the vanguard of removal efforts and has had
considerable success on the Chelmer and Blackwater rivers locally.
(there is a native pennywort and this can be identified by having no
notch on its leaves)
Crassula (New Zealand stonecrop) takes over any water space like a
green carpet to the detriment of every thing else. Again small fragments
will quickly regenerate. One removal method is to spread black plastic
over the water surface, thus shutting out the light source.
American Signal Cray fish introduced by the restaurant trade carry a
disease which wipes out native crayfish. Trapping the crayfish is not
allowed because of the danger of catching otters instead.
Mink released by animal rights supporters have caused environmental
havoc. The populations of water birds, voles and fish have been
decimated- mink can catch voles when they are swimming under water.
A comprehensive recapturing programme is currently under way.
Indicator mink rafts are moored along water courses and any presence
of mink is followed up by a trapping programme. So far the results have
been most encouraging with the increase in numbers of the indicator
species, the vole. The difficulty with such a programme is the large
extent of the area that has to be covered
Raising awareness of visitor behaviour in the natural environment is a
key to minimising any contagion spreading. The careful washing of
boots and equipment is important. A simple case of transforming
frogspawn from one water body to another can introduce unwelcome
additions.
Some comments were made about the work being carried out by Essex
University- a student is working on a Crassula outbreak on
Hanningfield Water. It was noted that Parish Councils are a good
vehicle for informing the public about the danger of invasive species
and for attracting volunteers to help combat the problem. A
representative from the Environment Agency was present and said that
they were able to partner any indicatives on combating invasive species.

Further information can be searched on the web at:
www.nonnativespecies.org
A further reference book: Richard Maby “Weeds”

Native marsh marigolds at Langford

The Canal and River Trust
On 2nd June the Government finally realised its plan to hand over
British Waterways to the voluntary sector and simultaneously turn it
into a charity. As BW had a £30million debt and was becoming a
burden on the nation’s finances it was not a surprising move. The
action chimes in with their belief that the public and local communities
should be encouraged to get more involved with the public services.
The restoration of our waterways and their- infra structure has been a
great success story. 2000 miles of routes into the heart of the English
countryside have been created for the nation’s recreation. The
Government, via British Waterways and the Environment Agency, has
been ably assisted throughout by hundreds of local volunteers. It has
been an impressive partnership with the volunteers doing a lot of the
spade work and the professionals doing the heavy lifting and providing
the technical know-how.
Whilst charitable bodies can attract donations, grants and volunteers it
is not guaranteed that these resources will easily be transferred to the
shell of a former governmental quango. One is afraid that sponsors and
benefactors who would normally support local initiatives would be
more reluctant to support a body which represents a former agency of
the government.
One can only hope that the whole thing has been carefully thought
through. It looks as if the expertise of British Waterways will be
transferred to the Canal and River Trust’s new management structure.
An annual government grant will be made over a fifteen year period to
ease the transition in the expectation that after this period it will no
longer be needed. Some corporate sponsors have been identified and
one million pounds has been earmarked from the Peoples Postcode
Lottery over the next decade. The new trust’s motto: “Keeping people,
nature and history connected” is a worthy one. Let’s hope that it is not
distorted by the pressures of the commercial world.
There is no doubt that huge challenges lie ahead. The Trust has already
created what looks like an unwieldy bureaucracy: a Board of Trustees, a
35 member council, seven management executives, eleven regional
partnerships plus numerous advisory committees.

An appreciable income stream will be provided by licence fees from
boats and moorings. Indeed it was such a source that kept the Chelmer
and Blackwater Navigation afloat during its darkest days and still to a
large extent does. From the Chelmer Canal Trust’s perspective we can
only watch developments with interest and hope that what has been
achieved on the Chelmer and Blackwater Navigation by the Inland
Waterways Association in association with the navigation’s owners and
local partners can be replicated on a national scale by the Canal and
River Trust.
The task is not easy. The maintenance of the national canal network
requires funds from boaters via licence and mooring fees. They in turn
require a safe and pleasant environment in which to enjoy themselves.
Whilst it is easy to attract volunteers to maintain and restore a neglected
waterway contributing to the repair of canals which were formerly
maintained by British Waterways in not such an attractive proposition.
Dudley Courtman

Lady’s smock- a “native” seldom seen on the Chelmer&Blackwater

This year’s swan’s nest in Langford Cut
Some useful phone numbers:
Chelmer and Blackwater Navigation (IWA/Essex Waterways Ltd); - 01494 783453
Colin Edmond, 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 (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.
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