
 

Newsletter to our members 
September 2021 

AGM on the 14th September 
We would like to remind you about our forthcoming AGM on Tuesday 14th September. 

You should have already received the details of how to join the meeting on the right hand side of the 
Notice and Agenda document which came with your membership renewal, but if you have misplaced 
it then it is available online at chelmercanaltrust.co.uk/agm_docs_2021 

 At the time of writing we are awaiting our prepared accounts from our accountant’s and once these 
are available they will also be posted to the same page. If you need us to send you a hard copy 
instead, then please get in touch and we will post a copy to you. 

Following the AGM at approximately 7:30pm we are pleased to announce that there will be a talk by 
naturalist and author, John Buchanan with the title 

 “The Wildlife of the 
Chelmer and Blackwater 
Navigation”. 

If you joined our online discussion in 
May on how we have used the 
Navigation in lockdown, then you will 
remember John gave us a fascinating 
but all too brief taster, leaving us all 
hungry for more. We are very pleased 
that he has agreed to return and give 
us a full-length talk 

It has been a long time since we were 
last able to produce a full copy of 
Coates Cuttings.  The numbers on our 
committee are somewhat depleted. 
This inevitably means that we have to 
concentrate on making sure we cover 
the essential administrative tasks of running The Trust before turning our attention to the more 
“nice to have” items. But that doesn’t mean that there has not been news and developments which 
we would like to inform you of. So we have written a few articles below to keep you up to date. 
These include the work of our committee, with a very gentle invitation from Neil, for any with the 
drive and proclivity for things administrative, to boldly step forward.  



Dudley’s Bench 
 

Those with a longer-term interest in, and 
association with, the Navigation will 
recognise the name ‘Dudley Courtman’. 
Dudley was the best friend the Navigation 
could ever have had! To say that Dudley 
was passionate about the Navigation 
would be an understatement. 
Throughout practically all of his life 
Dudley was a regular user of the 
Navigation, often recognisable in his pink 
kayak. 

It was largely due to Dudley that the 
Chelmer Canal Trust, formerly known as 
the Friends of the Chelmer and Blackwater Navigation, was established, with Dudley being its Chair 
for many years. 

If there was a tale to tell about the Navigation Dudley could tell it. If there was an interesting fact 
about the Navigation Dudley could recall it. If there was a threat to the Navigation Dudley would be 
looking into it. A triple heart bypass only temporarily stopped Dudley from getting out on the 
Navigation in his kayak. 

After Dudley’s death in 2018, the Chelmer Canal Trust committee wanted to find a way of both 
commemorating Dudley as a staunch supporter of the Navigation and his continuing mission of 
enabling others to enjoy the Navigation and its surroundings. Following talks with Dudley’s son and 
daughter, CCT successfully invited donations towards the cost of a bench in Dudley’s memory, which 
would be installed along the Navigation. Not at one of the busy spots where random day-trippers pitch 
up. Not somewhere which aimed for maximum exposure. Rather, somewhere where the odd person 
or group might come across Dudley’s Bench, sited near the towpath on a section of the Navigation we 
know Dudley especially valued. Downstream from one of the features Dudley enjoyed using in his 
kayak. Upstream from one of the most treasured sights along the Navigation. Very close to where 
some of us dragged Floating American Pennywort, with Dudley, from the Navigation, during the work 
parties Dudley set up. 

Had the pandemic and winter weather not got in the way Dudley’s bench would by now have been 
installed. However, it is on order, from a supplier using sustainable wood products, and would have 
been delivered to us had the person inscribing the bench not had to self-isolate! We plan to instal the 
bench within the next couple of months and, rather than report its intended location, we hope that 
there will be those who come across it by chance while out enjoying the Navigation, stopping for a 
short break to enjoy the views and the surroundings, and remembering Dudley by reading the 
inscription on the bench: 

“Dudley Courtman – A Friend of the Navigation.” 

Neil Frost 

Trustee and Work Party Organiser. 

  



Waterway connections in Chelmsford 
The aspiration of linking the rivers in Chelmsford’s centre with the Navigation for full sized boats in 
some ways pre dates the Navigation itself. There were proposals that wharves could be built by the 
Stone Bridge when the Navigation was still at the planning stage, but Springfield Basin was built 
instead. It is easy to imagine that the land in Springfield would have been easier and cheaper to acquire 
at the time, although industry quickly sprang up around the Basin once regular barge traffic became 
established. In the 1960s, the rivers of Chelmsford underwent a radical change in the form of the flood 
relief scheme. Many of the historical features and backwaters, including the horse-pond - the ford 
across the Chelmer on Springfield Road from which Chelmsford derived it’s very name, were either 
destroyed or buried. It is very understandable why this was done. Chelmsford had long suffered 
flooding, with even the high street being regularly inundated. The Flood relief scheme dramatically 
simplified the courses of the rivers, contained some sections in the deep concrete channels we see 
today, and the water levels were closely controlled by a new automatic weir near Moulsham Mill. This 
has three gates, which, when working properly, keep the water level in the City centre within a tight 
range in times of both flood and drought. 

 

The water in Springfield Basin has always been fed from the Chelmer through a feeder channel. The 
Springfield Basin pound has no spillways to cope with excess water, because none are needed. As soon 
as the level is equal to that of the river, there is no further flow. This means that the water levels are 
essentially the same. This led to early proposals to link the two bodies of water with a “simple” 
navigable trench or cut, but it seems this idea finally floundered over uncertainties over what might 
be in the ground, and competing uses for the land for providing a new road link.  

As an alternative, it is proposed that a new lock will be incorporated into the Automatic Weir 
refurbishment. A key motivation here is cost effectiveness. Adding a lock to the major refurbishment 
which will be required on the aging Automatic weir will make best use of having all the contractors 
and plant on site for the work. There is an added advantage for Chelmsford; in addition to the amenity 

A mock-up of what the new lock and bridge could look like 



benefits of linking the waterways, a modern lock with guillotine gates would also provide additional 
capacity and resilience for dealing with flood water.  

Importantly these proposals are 
gathering support among local 
policy makers, and there seems to 
be tangible progress in making 
better use of the rivers in the City.  
Regular public boat trips have 
recently started up again, which 
allow anyone to experience an 
oasis of calm in the urban centre 
and see how different Chelmsford 
can look from the water. 

It is true that the funding for the 
lock has not yet been secured, but 
we are confident that if the City 
makes a firm and irrevocable 
commitment to facilitating the lock 

project, then one way or another the funding will be obtained and the project will be completed. 

William Marriage  

Work Parties – we carry on! 
A quick look back at the various reports of Work Parties on our CCT website 
(https://www.chelmercanaltrust.co.uk/cct_workparty_2021.htm) gives a good description of the way 
things have been going during 2021 -  and of course you can look at reports from work parties since 
2003 on the page https://www.chelmercanaltrust.co.uk/cct_wpindex.htm. They have a long history – 
and the pictures paint thousands of words!! 

Things certainly hadn’t gone the way we’d planned as a result of the pandemic. We’d imagined the 
continuation of our regular monthly work parties throughout 2020 and 2021. And, in addition, a huge 
initiative, in 2020 involving as many individuals, community and activity clubs as we could engage in a 
‘zero-tolerance of pennywort month’. The aim would have been (it still is) to ensure that every single 
metre of the Navigation was looked at, and any pennywort there was removed. Covid scuppered our 
grand plans. But so too, this year, did the very late appearance of Floating American Pennywort. 

We were fortunate enough to get a grant from the Canals and Rivers Trust to support work that the 
pandemic had disrupted. That allowed us to run additional work parties, which were superbly-well 
attended, and at some of which we could be joined by one of Essex Waterways Ltd.’s weedlifters. The 
weedlifter, kayaks, coracles, a work boat, volunteers along the bank. A perfect combination! Especially 
with the additional equipment the grant also allowed us to buy. Impressive amount of work have been 
done. (and maybe evidence that a work party on a Friday is even more popular than work parties on 
Saturdays?!)  

Public boat trips in Chelmsford City Centre 



Some willing volunteers went 
the extra mile by installing 
barrages across the stream 
that feeds into the Sandford 
Mill millstream and another 
just below Cuton Lock. The 
stream across the Baddow 
Meads, with pennywort in it 
now being managed by a 
contractor, has always been 
the source of problems. In 
fact, it is probably the source 
of much of the pennywort 
that finds its way further and 
further down the Navigation. 
Our barrages are securely-
installed and most of the time trap pennywort that would otherwise feed into the Navigation (the 
occasional flooding of the Valley and the higher levels can inhibit their usefulness!). 

This year progressed with us keeping on top of the pennywort situation, especially, with the usual 
rapid growth we start to see from June onwards just not happening. But we were not to be fooled! A 
month later than usual pennywort was on the move. Literally, from the banks outwards. Nevertheless, 
our monthly work parties, along with our occasional additional Friday ones, have enabled us to keep 
on top of the situation. 

Willing volunteers with a ‘can do’ (and even ‘will do’) approach are a valuable asset to any organisation 
- and the Chelmer Canal Trust has many. And they are such a friendly bunch – take a look at their 
pictures during the mid-session refreshments! We just could not do the work we do without them and 
we thank them all for their loyalty and their tenacity. At a recent work party we had four teams of 
volunteers working at different locations along the Navigation, covering practically the whole length. 
At another, members of a Hertfordshire-based canoe club joined us. And the icing on the cake? During 
2021 a number of our volunteers undertook our inhouse training course to become competent 
skippers of the work boats we use. This means that we can be far more flexible in the way we use 
work boats and deploy our volunteers. 

Time on your hands? Interested in what we do at work parties. You could do no better than to while 
away some time looking back at the reports of all of our work parties on our website 
(https://www.chelmercanaltrust.co.uk/cct_workparty.htm) and then consider joining us on one of 
our work parties. 

 

Neil Frost 

Trustee and Work Party Organiser. 

  



New Chelmer Plaques Available 
Most canals and waterway attractions in the UK have souvenir “bridge plaques” available, and the 
Chelmer and Blackwater is no exception. Over the years there have been a number of plaques of 
various shapes and sizes cast, often for significant boat rallies or historic commemorations. 

The trust has taken delivery of two brand new designs of plaque which we are now please to make 
available 

 

Firstly there are new Black Plaques 

One of the objectives of the Chelmer Canal Trust has always been to encourage use of the Navigation 
by boats. Many years ago in 1997, as part of the celebrations of the 200th anniversary of the 
completion of the Navigation and the opening of Springfield Basin, a limited number of black plaques 
were cast and individually numbered. In order to qualify for one, you had to navigate the whole length 
of the navigation. These sold out some years ago, but memories are long and enquiries about them 
have continued, so we wanted to bring them back in some way. 

We felt it would not be appropriate to try to replicate the original 1997 black plaques. After all, those 
were limited and unique, so it would not be fair on anyone with one in their collection to make it less 
special.  

The new black plaques are to a new design, so they can’t be confused with the old ones, and you won’t 
be able to buy them. We want these to be just a little bit exclusive. The only way to obtain one, is to 
navigate your boat the full length of the navigation, using all the locks. You will need to take 
photographs of your boat in both Heybridge Basin and Springfield Basin and send them to us. With 
your permission, we would like to post your achievement online to encourage others to follow your 
example.  

So as these plaques need a qualifying journey, it also needs to be in a qualifying vessel. I.E. one which 
needs to use the locks, and can’t just be plopped into the water at each end, after potentially making 
the bulk of the journey on the roof of a car! We would also ideally like to see the plaque proudly on 
display on or in the vessel which made the journey, so please bear this in mind before applying for 
one. Should we have a similar initiative for canoes, inflatables and paddle-boards? Let us know what 
you think. 



 

Then there are our new Green “logo” Plaques. You can’t buy these either, but they are much easier 
to qualify for. All that is required here, is that you be a fully paid-up member of the Trust at the time 
of applying, and that you include the cost of postage with your request. At the time of writing this is 
£2 We have limited stock, but we will order some more once the present stock is exhausted. 

 

And of course, don’t forget that we still have the popular Blue Plaques, which are freely on sale for £7 
at our events or please add £2 Postage if you would like us to send you one in the post. 

These are all solid brass castings made in the UK. 

Do you have any rare and interesting Chelmer and Blackwater plaques in your collection? Maybe from 
some of the early boat rallies when the Navigation was transitioning from freight to leisure in the 
1970s? We would be most interested to know about them so that we could compile a comprehensive 
list of them all. 

  



The Chelmer Canal Trust Committee 
 

Like all charities the Chelmer Canal Trust has a Committee which has the responsibility of managing 
the organisation and ensuring that its affairs are in good order. During the last year this Committee 
has comprised Trustees William Marriage, Duncan Lumley and Neil Frost, along with Chelmer Canal 
Trust members Susan Ware and Steven Miles. 

 

Much of the Committee’s work is prescribed by 
the requirements of the Charities Commission 
with, in particular, the Annual General Meeting 
enabling the approval of the report and accounts 
and election of committee members, which need 
to be submitted to the Commission. 

 

Whereas other Trust Activities, such as our weedbusting work parties, can be fairly high-profile and 
well-known, the three or four Chelmer Canal Trust work parties which take place during the year are 
much lower in profile, but involve similar amounts of hard work. There’s the ‘dog biscuit’, humdrum, 
but very necessary, reporting and overseeing of the Trust’s financial position, ensuring that our income 
and expenditure balance. There are enquiries from other organisations, often asking for us to give 
talks to their members, as well as from individuals with a wide range of queries and topics, many of 
them confusing our function with that of Essex Waterways Ltd.! With our Mission being that of 
‘Protecting the Navigation’ we study and research the various threats. Maybe a Planning Application 
to one of the local authorities the success of which will have an impact on the Navigation or its 
surroundings. Possibly work that has been or will be carried out that will impact on the ecology, utility 
or the visual amenity of the Navigation. Our website and our various publications need updating and 
modifying. We receive and respond to the necessary Reports from other meetings that CCT 
Committee members attend on the Trust’s behalf. Then there’s the planning of our own activities – 
work parties, walks, talks and publications – like this newsletter. It’s all work and it all keeps us busy. 

 

We are a fairly typical committee as organisations of our size go – a small band of committed 
individuals managing the essentials to keep the Trust running, and doing so fairly well. We could do 
so much more if we had more people, with the appropriate skills, involved in our committee activity, 
taking on things that we would dearly like to do but just don’t have the capacity for. For example, a 
greater presence on social media and publicity in general. Fund raising. More activities centred on the 
Navigation. More networking with other groups. Help with responses and requirements that are 
placed upon us.  

Not interested in taking part in our committee’s work? Entirely understandable – it’s not many 
people’s ‘thing’! Might have something to contribute? We’d love to hear from you! 

Neil Frost 

Trustee and Work Party Organiser. 

  



Who are the Chelmer Valley Landscape Group? 
The fact that you are reading this means that you probably are a member of the Chelmer Canal Trust, 
and as such you already value the Navigation and the valley which it passes through. As well as 
recreation on or near the water, there is much to love. The beauty, nature, history and industrial 
heritage are all important elements of the landscape of the Chelmer Valley between Chelmsford and 
Maldon 

Unsurprisingly the Trust is not the only organisation who want to see the valley protected for future 
generations. An informal group, chaired by the Essex Society for Archaeology and History, has been 
meeting regularly with the belief that acting together we can achieve more than any one organisation 
acting alone. The group has representation from various local conservation groups, Essex Wildlife 
Trust, Essex University, Essex Waterways and others. From the outset the group has considered how 
the acclaimed literary work of Chelmsford author JA Baker might focus attention on this area as “Baker 
country” in a similar way to how the lower Stour valley has become Constable Country. Could the area 
achieve some sort of designation somewhat wider and stronger than the existing conservation area? 
Perhaps even national park status, or at least something on the way there would be appropriate. 
Imagine if the Chelmer Valley east of Chelmsford became a national park. This would elevate the valley 
beyond the status of just being “the countryside”. As well as the protections it would bring, it would 
encourage visitors, while also encouraging them to respect the landscape. It should also focus the 
attention on the need for sustainable public access, provided in a way which is sensitive to the setting. 
This is the landscape which inspired what many regard as ground-breaking “wild writing”, so we can 
add “cultural significance” to the long list of reasons to protect this landscape. We must protect it. 

The group started meeting back in 2018, and just as plans were starting to mature for an event to 
launch the initiative, Covid 19 came along and disrupted everything, but now that it is possible to 
consider in-person events again, it is planned to hold a workshop session in November, initially aimed 
at representatives of groups and organisations rather than individuals. The workshop will explore 
three main areas; Managing and facilitating public engagement, Conservation management and 
enhancement of the natural and historic environment, and Cultural significance of the valley’s 
landscape.  The Chelmer Canal Trust is pleased to be fully involved in this initiative. We believe that 
the potential benefits are significant. 

William Marriage  

The Peregrine, by J.A. Baker, 
 

The paintings of John Constable have catapulted a certain swathe of 
the Stour valley on the northern borders of Essex to international 
fame. If you say “Constable Country”, most people have some idea 
what you mean. Images of Flatford Lock, The Haywain and Leaping 
Horse are all familiar. So treasured are those images, that anything 
which might mar the views depicted has become unthinkable.  

So could the writings of a wildlife author from Chelmsford do the 
same for the Chelmer valley? Could the open spaces between 
Boreham and Hatfield Peveral to the north, and Little Baddow and 
Woodham Walter to the south, and stretching away far to the east 
down the Dengie Peninsula become a treasured and protected Baker 



Country in the same way? It was these thoughts, expressed in a meeting in County Hall, which made 
me pick up this remarkable book for the first time. 

As a long time enthusiast for the delights of the Chelmer Valley, and the Blackwater estuary, my first 
reaction upon hearing of this publication was “How could I not have known about this book?” 
Admittedly the title appeals more to the ornithologist than the boater, but once the enthralling prose 
of this book draws you in, it becomes impossible to look skywards without seeking out the soaring and 
diving shape of the book’s protagonist.  

The book comes in two parts. There is a detailed descriptive passage of the “fastest bird on the planet”. 
Its appearance, habitat, diet and behaviour. Then the book dives into a narrative form, told in the first 
person, but revealing nothing more of the author, than his passion for this remarkable raptor. The 
story is presented as the transcribed notes from a field notebook, taken over a single winter, complete 
with dates of observation. The book draws upon and then condenses ten years of Baker’s 
observations, made on foot and bicycle in all weathers. The understated presentation does not 
prepare the reader for the innovative and dramatic prose with which Baker describes this top 
predator’s merciless pursuit of diverse prey, and the way the wild essence of the Essex countryside is 
vividly thrust into the reader’s imagination. Modern readers would compare it favourably to the best 
wildlife documentaries shot on the planes of Africa, but this is almost-suburban Essex, well within 
commuting distance of the capital. The place names given are deliberately ambiguous, such as “North 
Wood”, or “the ford”, but the landscape described is unmistakably the Chelmer Valley, instantly 
recognisable from this genius writing style even today.  

First published in 1967 The 50th Anniversary Edition has some interesting supplements giving more 
background about both the author and the subject, such as the fact that peregrines were shot during 
the war, to protect homing pigeons carrying home distress messages from downed air crews. There 
are reflections on the continuing influence of the book on the literary genre of “wild writing”. I am no 
student of English literature, but having read the book as a lay reader, it is no surprise that the book 
is a set text for degree students. Baker was far from prolific, being the author of only two books. The 
Peregrine, in particular, seems to have been his life’s passion, while he held down unremarkable office 
jobs in Chelmsford during the 9-5. Maybe the inspiration the Chelmer Valley gave Baker to create 
something remarkable for future generations is the real message from the 50th Anniversary edition. 

William Marriage  


