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Editor’s column
It is said that you can never swim in the same river twice.
This is because the water is always moving onwards, never
to return, but to be replaced by new waters from upstream.
In winter months, this can become all too apparent as flows
increase and the waters darken with silt. This and the very
real risk of hyperthermia are enough to persuade one that a
single inadvertent swim could easily be one’s last anyway!
These were my thoughts on a recent work party, as I set off
with a particularly hardy group of volunteers to scour the
towpath and its environs for litter. The recent floods had spread the detritus of modern city life
downstream giving us disappointingly rich pickings. This was not the case with our old
adversary, the dreaded American Floating Pennywort, which is now mostly banished from the
main waterway, and at this time of year, hard to find. We are proud of the part we have been able
to play in bringing this about, and Dudley Courtman looks back over nearly 10 years of effort.
We hope to mark the 10th anniversary of out first pennywort working party this summer, with a
social event close to where it all began.
Work parties themselves tend to turn into social occasions as the volunteers chat while plucking
the pop bottles and crisp packets from the vegetation, generally putting the world to rights, and
musing on the obvious lament; that if only the citizenry could only be persuaded to keep all this
stuff in their possession, then maintaining a pleasant environment would be so much easier!
Another thing which becomes clear is the diversity of ways in which the Navigation is loved. I
could mis-quote the old cliché and say “You don’t need a boat to enjoy the Navigation, but it
helps”, but this would miss the point. While it is true that the Navigation, by definition, exists in
order to be navigated. While many people, myself included, derive great pleasure from doing so
in boats of many sizes and shapes, it is good to remember that the majority love the water from
afar. Clambering onto the slippery deck of a workboat on a cold morning, clutching a heavy bag
of litter, while being mindful to avoid that accidental swim, I found it easier than usual to
empathise with those volunteers who find the idea of being on a boat unnerving!
The presence on our working parties of volunteers who have a strong preference for dry land
underfoot, perfectly demonstrates that, important as they are, it’s not all just about the boats.
Putting into words, that mysterious pleasure of being next to the water, is a task best
accomplished by the poets, and I am very pleased that this art has returned to our pages this
issue. But there are more prosaic reasons why the domain of the river is so suitable for outdoor
leisure pursuits and conservation. As the city grows, so does the need for parks, protected open
spaces and wildlife corridors. River valleys and flood plains are now well understood to be bad
places to build dwellings, but kept as open parks and grassland they can absorb vast floodwaters
with relatively mild inconvenience.
It turns out that new developments are being planned close to Sandford Mill, but these also
include proposals for an area of new country park, between the river and Chelmer Village. The
developers are holding public consultation workshops on Saturday 23rd February for local
residents. For details and to sign up, contact the Information Line on: 0800 1989724. The
Chelmer Canal Trust has also been invited and we plan to send a delegate.
There can be few people who have been involved with the Navigation longer than Colin
Edmond, who has recently retired as General Manager of the waterway. Colin will be long
remembered as a no-nonsense character, who stood by the waterway through thick and thin. His
fascinating story is retold in this issue.
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The Olympic Ideal Originated in Chelmsford?
We all have just shared a spectacular lifetime’s experience: the Olympic Games. None
of us would have realised that the original idea had its roots in the writings and
researches of an Essex boy. In 1801 Joseph Strutt wrote “The Sports and Pastimes of
the People of England”. Its 400 pages and 140 engravings described sports and
pastimes in all of their different guises: leisure time activities, hunting, archery,
hawking, games, gymnastics, dancing, music, festivals like Christmas and Easter,
customs such as “mumming”, “the Boy Bishop” and “the Lord of Misrule”. It was a
work of great erudition and has proved to be a priceless historical document.
This publication was thought to have persuaded Dr William Penny Brookes to found
the Much Wenlock Games, Shropshire, in 1850 These games were subsequently visited
by Pierre de Coubertin who was so impressed that he founded the Olympic Games in
Paris in 1896. Coubertin immortalised the spirit of the games with his mantra: “The
important thing is not to win but to take part... the essential thing is not to have
conquered but to have fought well”.
Joseph Strutt was a member of the county’s nineteenth century milling family – there
were many Strutt millers and mills on Essex rivers. Chelmsford had Moulsham,
Bishops and Springfield (where Joseph was born in 1702) and there were others at
Ulting, Wickham Bishops and Colchester. Milling was the county’s first major industry
and the Strutt family was an integral part of the local economy. It is worth
remembering though that the Strutt family was one of the major objectors to the
construction of the Chelmer and Blackwater Navigation.
On Nov 18th this year a small band of local historians, together with Chelmsford’s
mayor, Charles Kingsley, and local councillor Nicolette Chambers, assembled on the
pavement
outside
the
former
Springfield mill house next to the
former mill in Victoria Road. They
were there to unveil a blue plaque to
honour the contribution that Joseph
Strutt had made to the nation’s heritage.
Whereas most of the Strutt offspring
had followed the family milling
tradition, Joseph Strutt eschewed it in
favour of more cerebral pathways: he
became accomplished as an engraver,
antiquarian, artist and author.
Charles Kingsley, Mayor of
Chelmsford, unveils the Joseph Strutt
blue plaque
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Joseph was educated at Chelmsford’s King Edward VI Grammar School which can
take some pride in his achievements. One of the four school houses is named after him.
The school was represented at the ceremony by the current Strutt house captain: Brin
Parathapon who was joined by a former Strutt house captain, Dudley Courtman.
Charles Kingsley said: “It is important to record and mark our heritage in the blue
plaque scheme. Those honoured in this way are chosen carefully and only 17 have been
unveiled since 1986. Joseph Strutt is a worthy recipient and we are grateful for the
work of the Galleywood Historical Group for much of their research.” (It was the
Galleywood Group that sponsored the plaque)
Strutt died in 1802 and was buried in St Andrews church in Holborn. With the
building of the Holborn Viaduct in Manor Park his remains were removed and now lie
close to Stratford Olympic Park as if he was destined to be reunited with what could
have been the outcome of his inspirational book.

Ted Hawkins of Galleywood Historical Group with torch bearer Ken Edwards.
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Colin Edmond, Master Mariner
Colin Edmond, the manager of the Chelmer and
Blackwater Navigation, has just retired after
serving for some thirty years, first as lock keeper
at Heybridge Basin, then as General Manager of
the Navigation. Here follows a brief resume of the
talk he gave at the Chelmer Canal Trust’s recent
AGM.
Colin was Maldon born and bred; he lived at the
former work-house on Market Hill. His early
salty recollections were helping to de-rig “Polly”,
his father’s fishing smack on the Bath Wall in
Maldon, and taking part in the debates among the
local “parliament” of old salts who regularly sat
there and “put the world to rights”. He earned his
first wage next to the wall, sixpence a day, by
washing the mud off the beach so that the tourists
could board the pleasure boats without getting
stuck in the legendary mud. He then graduated to
helping manage the paddle boats on the marine lake- he started his profession at a very
early age! On one occasion the boats’ supervisor had to remind him that they only had
70 boats on the lake so why was he calling out: “number 99 come in”? It should have
been “number 66”!
Painting and scrubbing the weed from the bottom of barges in preparation for the
annual barge race was another of his jobs. Colin told how Hobby Keeble, a renowned
local skipper, when questioned as to why he only wanted the stern of his barge painted,
replied that it was the only part of the boat that the other contestants were going to see.
The locally built barge “Dawn” was moored off the Queens Head on the town quay. It
was suffering from leaking problems and served as another income earner for Colin
who helped to get it race fit by fitting two pumps, fore and aft.
On leaving school he found the lure of the sea compelling and he enrolled as a third
mate on an Ipswich based coaster trading between Deptford and Ostend. He especially
enjoyed drinking tea in the dark in the middle of the North Sea while attending to the
ship’s combings. Visiting the London Docks had its adventures: one night moored on a
buoy off Grays, he stepped on to it to unfasten the mooring lines and found himself left
behind! Once when loading cargo in the West India Dock he was asked if he liked
lychees. He thought that he would try them. In no time four large bundles were
delivered, each containing 48 cans! After such a feast one wonders if he has ever eaten
lychees again.
The east coast brigs and colliers visiting Heybridge Basin in the nineteenth century
were forced, once they had discharge their cargoes, to load up with ballast as it would
have been too dangerous to return to the North Sea empty: they were not flat-bottomed
like the local sailing barges which could sail in the shallowest of water. Hence the
deeper keeled boats had to beach and load with gravel. The diggings created a large
hole next to the Blackwater Sailing Club which today is still called the Ballast Hole.
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Many tons of gravel and stones were extracted over the years. It must have been very
hard work and no doubt provided some welcome employment for the Basiners.
Colin reminded us that the Thames sailing barges had one disadvantage during World
War Two: although they were made of wood and therefore impervious to the magnetic
enemy mines, their huge iron anchors suspended on the bow sometimes attracted the
mines with disastrous consequences.
After his first spell as mate with the east coasters Colin decided to obtain some
qualifications and he enrolled at the local college on a National Certificate Course in
business studies. It didn’t take long before he became disenchanted, realising that out
of 6000 trainee accountants there was only one accountant at Marconi’s. He was
further persuaded by the fact that ship’s engineer, and a qualified skipper, were well
paid. You earned a percentage of the delivered cargo, less the cost of the fuel, your
own food and free accommodation while at work! The gravel ship dredgers especially
provided a good living. So back to sea he went.
One job was supplying concrete and the steel wire for the new Orwell Bridge.
Sometimes he found, when carrying a heavy cargo with a fast flowing tide under the
boat, that it was difficult to keep straight! On one large ship, navigating the Thames
tideway, he wondered why he was the only crew member left on the ship’s bridge. He
found out when they hit a train bridge parapet at full speed! He survived- the ship’s
bridge didn’t – and realised why the rest of the crew had suddenly disappeared and left
him to it! He spent five and half years on the tideway as first mate before changing to
smaller craft working out of Hull. Sometimes he found life aboard ship with only
television for company a bit lonely. He greatly appreciated the kindness of the Hull
dockers who on Sundays used to pick him up and take him to watch Hull Kingston
Rovers.
In order to qualify for a master’s ticket Colin took the compulsory exam, part of which
was an oral exam. His response to the question: “How would you cope with a fire in
the engine room” was: “shut down, turn on the inhibiting gas and let matters take their
course, even if it means burning a hole in the deck”. His answer to “how would you
anchor in a strong wind?” was: “let the anchor chain out to three times the depth”.
These questions he said were pretty standard so you ought to have known the answers.
He passed. Some of the tricks of the trade were not always covered by the exam so
sometimes when afloat he had to improvise. Once, in order to raise the anchor in
Ramsgate harbour, he opened baked bean tins and used the tin to pack out the worm
winch to stop the chain slipping. Success! Off he went to Plymouth. He was always
well treated by his employer who even kept his promise to get him home in time for
Christmas after a trip to Newhaven, by sending a taxi to pick him up at the London
docks.
It was when he was docked at Invergordon in Scotland that he received a message
from George Clark, the lock keeper at Heybridge Basin, telling him that the latter was
about to retire and asking whether Colin was interested in being interviewed for the
lock keeper’s job. He told George that he was interested by wouldn’t be back in port
for a week or so. Luckily for him Bill Spall, the then company secretary of the
Navigation Company, decided to interview him separately. Colin realised that the job
was a secure one as George had been in situ for 35 yrs and gladly accepted it.
7

One of Colin’s first tasks on being appointed was to remove the hulk of the barge
Vicunia from its berth in the Basin; it had almost become a permanent fixture. He had
to hire a crane to do this, such was its condition. Colin enjoyed the freedom of working
at the Basin despite being at the beck and call of the yachtsman for the lockings; the
early morning tides weren’t so pleasant either. For a time in later years he managed the
Basin’s pub, The Old Ship, in addition to the lock keeper’s job. Having accumulated a
wealth of experience over the years he frequently gave talks on the history and working
of the canal and was a natural candidate to become overall manager once the duties of
the Navigation Company were taken over by the Inland Waterways Association.
The final chapter in Colin’s eventful and full life is now being played out. He has
retired, not too far from boats though: he will be spending his time refurbishing his
father’s traditional sailing yacht. It may be that he won’t be sailing it too far, as he has
already visited most of the British and Continental ports and will settle for the quiet
creeks and pubs of the Blackwater estuary.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Tenth Anniversary of the Floating Pennywort Working Parties
On the 28th August 2003 the following report was published in the Maldon and
Burnham Standard

Canal bank cleaned up
Keeping Beeleigh Tidy was the aim of volunteers from the Chelmer Canal Trust on
Wednesday when they took part in a litter pick and general tidy up of the towpath
between Beeleigh and Heybridge.
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The group of 18 helpers, included workers from Ford Motor Company. Dudley
Courtman, from the Trust, said: “It was plain to see the difference we made and
everyone was very proud of our achievement”.
The team pulled bicycles and six trollies out of the water and managed to fill18 sacks
with rubbish from the area which were taken to local rubbish sites.
They also pulled about 60 square metres of American pennywort which has been
steadily invading the canal, in places completely blocking the way for boats.
Mr Courtman said: “We are helping to clean up a beautiful part of the Essex
countryside for the benefit of all users and hope to extend the work to other parts of the
conservation area.”
This was the start of our pennywort operations. The whole Navigation was teeming
with the stuff. After fruitless efforts to encourage the Environment Agency and local
councils to tackle the problem we decided to go it alone, almost as a token of defiance
to shame someone into action. The task was of Herculean proportions. A start was
made at the Chelmsford end of the Navigation, and on the first Saturday of the month a
working party has met wherever the weed is at its thickest.
Over the years we have received support and encouragement from other organisations
and have been supported by a very willing band of volunteers. Many observers thought
that we would never succeed .They have been proved wrong. Determination and
persistence has eventually paid off. Pennywort has been removed from the main river,
or 99% of it has. Our core group has developed much expertise over the years and their
advice is regularly sought from other local areas which have similar pennywort
invasions. A recent television programme, “Countryfile”, highlighted the problems on
the River Soar in Leicestershire. The Essex Biodiversity Group’s activities on the
upper River Blackwater near Braintree were highlighted by Radio Essex.
The government has banned the sale of pennywort and has accorded it the status of a
major invasive species whose presence in the environment is notifiable. Bristol
University has set up a recording site to receive such information on a national basis.
One can’t help but feel a slight smugness at watching other groups struggling to
contain the “invader”. We know how difficult it is and our ten year struggle, still
ongoing, is proof that they have a long way to go, although we have noted that
chemicals are being used in some places, a method which has been denied to us
because our rivers are used for drinking water. (Incidentally so is the upper River
Blackwater where chemicals have been permitted)
Currently the Trust is concentrating on the feeder ditches in the Conservation Area
which, in times of high water, flush pennywort into the main river. The ditch habitats
are more difficult to control as the pennywort is protected by overhanging trees, native
water plants and by steep banks. The water is often shallow and muddy, creating the
perfect breeding habitat for pennywort. Regular visits are needed to gradually remove
all visible weed and neutralise the area.
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The Baddow ditch leaks pennywort into the old Sandford Mill stream
One ditch has given us plenty to do recently. At Sandford it emerges into the former
Sandford mill stream and last autumn it leaked pennywort into the main river before
we realised it. Regular inspections and pennywort reports are very important because
of the weed’s capacity to grow prodigiously. Several huge rafts were spawned by the
latest incursion and the working parties were reminded of the early days when such
rafts were common place – also what hard work removal can be!

The leaked pennywort quickly produced rafts this size as far as Little Baddow.
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The working party efforts over the last ten years have been a great success. The Trust
has decided to mark the tenth anniversary of pennywort work parties with a celebratory
barbecue in August close to the spot where they first started. Champagne and “joie de
vivre” will be the order of the day. Napoleon’s dictum must be followed: “In victory
you deserve champagne, in defeat you need it”. Our volunteers truly “deserve it” in
recognition of a great victory and they will, in the immortal words of Winston
Churchill: “never surrender”
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

SATURATION POINT

Flood Plain: The River Can flooding Central Park, Chelmsford.
2012 has been the second wettest year since records began. Flooding caused by the
rivers Chelmer and Blackwater overflowing their banks has caused the usual problems.
Some dramas even reached the national press where one man in a dinner jacket was
pictured standing on the roof of his luxury 4 by 4 estate car, and another, in shirt
sleeves, up to his shoulders in muddy water, grimly clinging on to a roadside depth
gauge. There were many similar incidents.
Chelmer Canal Trust’s concerns would not be with those who foolhardily drove along
flooded roads ignoring the prominent warnings, but with the environmental damage
caused. The flood water has swept over the ploughed up grazing water meadows and
washed the alluvial top soil away. Our former pasture lands are now forming part of
the littoral of the North Sea. (See eroded flood plain at Nounsley, next page)
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Beeleigh where the Rivers Blackwater and Chelmer meet where our former water
meadows are being washed out into the North Sea.
Flood plains are natural features which are designed to absorb water slowly and to slow
rivers down. That we have chosen to build houses on them and plough them up for a
quick cash crop flies in the face of nature. We have drained all the fields on the valley
sides to improve agricultural output destroying in the process their ability to absorb
water and so naturally guard against both flood and drought. As a result river spates
have become the norm and flood plains are regularly swamped.
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Rather than rely on concrete walls, as in Chelmsford, to channel high flows it might be
better to subsidise farmers to re-establish wetlands and thereby bring back their former
sponge effect within the catchments. Planners could act more directly to protect the
flood plains from building development. Compensation could be paid to farmers for
returning arable fields to water meadows.
It is interesting that a recent programme on BBC Essex about the floating pennywort
problem at Braintree stated that river management was needed to allow natural
processes to be used to control run off and to promote bio-diversity and that natural
dams should be encouraged and woody debris retained. This would help to raise the
water table and keep water in the environment.
Our engineers have been studying Malaysian methods of spate control where in one
place a motorway tunnel was designed to double as a storm drain. Another scheme
involved creating a porous pavement where flood waters could be pumped for
temporary storage.
There are some things which can be done locally, not quite on the scale above, but
using similar ideas. At one end of the scale fencing could be erected beside roads
which are frequently flooded to prevent vehicles being swept away. A more ambitious
scheme has been proposed by Chelmsford’s Council: construct a dam across the River
Wid at Margaretting to create a flood water holding area. As is often the case with
schemes of this type the local residents are not happy at being asked to forgo their own
interests in favour of a greater one. The villagers of the quiet Essex village of
Margaretting are on a collision course with Chelmsford City Council (It is significant
that the Chelmer Canal Trust highlighted the flooding problem upstream of
Chelmsford’s 1788 built bridge which in times of spate acts as a massive dam. For
more details see our newsletters nos. 34/5 of 2006/7). the dam proposed is the
construction of an embankment barrier 1500 feet long across the Wid valley at a
maximum height of 17ft, and12ft wide. It will hold 500 million gallons of water but
most of the time the area will remain farmland. The dam’s use is anticipated on one or
two days every ten years. The scheme, according to the Environment Agency, will
protect businesses and houses with an estimated value of £80 million. Margaretting
residents smell a rat, saying that Chelmsford City Council will be able to unlock flood
risk areas for development. They may well have a point because a major new
development at Essex County Cricket Ground with shops, restaurants and high luxury
apartment blocks was revealed last month. A report said that planning permission had
been agreed in 2010 and that many of the proposed apartments had already been sold.
It looks like a done deal in a flood risk area.
If our climate is going to be wetter it could be that in the future, farmers will have to be
subsidised for returning their flood plain fields to pastureland, for creating more
wetlands to slow run off, and for allowing feeder ditches to accumulate natural debris
and silt. And maybe we will see more flood retention dams constructed along the rivers
Chelmer and Blackwater and their feeder streams. Perhaps funds will be provided to
compensate those communities like Margaretting who have the most to lose.
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BOYHOOD TRIPS WITH “CHELMSFORD DUKE”.
“As a young child I lived near the man, Fred Hoy, who operated the horse
drawn lighter for Brown and Sons. I lived in Navigation Road in a row of
wooden houses built by Brown’s, and in the summer I was allowed to go with
him on his daily trip. The lighter was drawn by a large grey horse called
“Duke” who was stabled in Navigation Road. The empty lighter was drawn to
a half way point (Paper Mill, Little Baddow) where it was exchanged for a
fully laden one (from Heybridge Basin) which was then drawn back to
Brown’s Wharf.
I have many happy memories of this time in my childhood during the late
1940’s to the early 1950’s. I have lived in Northampton for over forty year and
the last time I visited the area the first lock (Springfield) was derelict and the
cut from Brown’s overgrown. I was so delighted to read of your efforts in
restoring the Navigation. Well done, keep up the good work!
Regards,
Keith Martin”
The above email was received via the Chelmer Canal Trust’s website
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Deep Midwinter
No path
No track
Before this mass of white
No trace and nothing stirs,
Everything obscured,
Black lines of hedgerows
Reach down from left and right
And charcoal woods
Stand stark against the sky
And the dark ribbon of water
Lies hiding in its bed.
No access, unassailable;
Stopped, we can only pause and wait
Draw breath and muse
And think of what we know
Is buried here.
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Mink and Vole Populations in the Rivers Chelmer and Blackwater.
Members may be aware that there is Water for Wildlife Project managed by Darren
Tansley of the Essex Wildlife Trust currently in progress in which the Chelmer and
Blackwater river catchments are included. Some of you might have seen the mink rafts
at carefully selected spots along the waterway while out walking or boating. These are
able to give an indication of the minks’ presence in the area and lead to their removal.
Darren tells us of the current situation: “a handful of mink have been caught on the
Chelmer on mink rafts but we still have large gaps in coverage for a river of this size.
Water vole signs are few and far between, but this was the case in North East Essex six
years ago and now they are returning to many brooks and streams”.
Some mink have been caught in Chelmsford on mink rafts but they are still present in
the town area. Darren is looking for a suitable location where traps can be set on
property adjacent to the waterway. He says; “Unfortunately there is still a lack of
awareness about just how much damage mink are to able to do to our native bird life
and mammals, and unless we can get that message through to people who are
concerned about wildlife, we will have to live without the species that used to be a
common sight in our rivers. We are keen to work with any landowners or fisheries
along the river to tackle this problem and allow water voles to return to their previous
range”.
Maybe you can help by suggesting, or offering, a suitable site for a “spotting” raft in
Chelmsford?”
Darren can be contacted: darren@ecotrack.co.uk or via Essex Wildlife Trust

Photo: Swimming water vole by Mark Bridge
http://www.flickr.com/photos/markbridge/2387551724/in/photostream/
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Surprise Encounter at Beeleigh Lock

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 (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
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