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The Birth of the Navigation

Although there is no corroborating documentary evidence, it would seem logical to suppose that the
Stour (from ‘Stower’ meaning ‘Great River’) was used as a transport route as far back as pre-historic
times, since most East Anglian rivers provide archaeological evidence which demonstrates this.  The first
evidence of proposals to make the River Stour, from Sudbury to the estuary at Manningtree, navigable for
commercial trade dates from the early part of the 17th century. These navigation works were necessary
because, although fairly wide and deep in some stretches, the river was quite narrow and shallow in
others and at certain times of the year was reduced to little more than a stream.

Before embarking on the story of the navigation of the East Anglian River Stour, some geography is in
order: Wratting Common, 380 feet above sea level and lying to the north east of the little village of West
Wickham on the Cambridgeshire / Suffolk border is where the river rises in the chalk uplands south east
of Cambridge. [Fig.1] Skirting the villages of Weston Green, Carlton and Great Bradley in a northerly
direction, it works its way around to the east-south-easterly course it maintains. Passing Kedington, east
of Haverhill, and on towards Wixoe, the stream grows in size as it progresses.  Meandering past Clare,
Cavendish, Pentlow and Long Melford all the while gathering drainage water from the surrounding

Fig 1: Wratting Common: the Stour, just a small stream, passes under a road for the first time.
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farmland, the Stour reaches Sudbury in Suffolk, at
about 82 feet above sea level, having reduced its
elevation by nearly 300 feet. [Fig. 2.] Bures,
Nayland, Dedham and Flatford were all established
along its banks and nestle in the Stour Valley. Here,
the river forms part of the Essex / Suffolk border
and this stretch is renowned for some of the most
picturesque countryside in East Anglia. As the North
Sea beckons at Manningtree, the River Orwell joins
in confluence, Felixstowe guarding its northern
shore and Harwich manning the south. The width
and depth of this tidal estuary, some forty-two miles
from the river’s source, allows sea-going vessels to
comfortably navigate into the port of Manningtree. 

When considering the necessity for the
development of the Stour navigation, it is worth
remembering that the state of the countries roads
was far from good. Road transport was
uncomfortable and potentially dangerous. In 1724
Daniel Defoe noted the poor condition of the road
between London and Ipswich. He describes a series
of turnpikes, introduced in an effort to raise funds
for highway repair. Land transport was three to four
times more expensive than eight water routes studied between 1780 and 1800. Add to this the notion
that a pack horse may carry up to two and a half hundredweight, whereas a horse on a towpath could
haul up to thirty tons on a river, then the reasoning becomes clear. 

However, the navigation was a long time coming. As early as January 3rd 1627, Charles I granted a
patent to Arnold Spenser of Cople, Bedfordshire ‘to make other rivers, streams and waters navigable and
passable for boats, keeles and other vessels to pass from place to place,’ and have the rights to use his
own methods or ‘engines on payment of £5 per annum to the exchequer and to retain the profits on
rivers so improved for a term of 80 years.’ This patent, originally granted for 11 years, was extended to 21
years and in 1634 Spenser met with Daniel Biatt, the Mayor of Sudbury to discuss the possibilities of
works to make the River Stour navigable. Spenser was described by Professor A.W. Skempton as an
‘Engineer – Undertaker’ or simply an ‘Undertaker’. He was also greatly involved in works to make the
River Ouse navigable.  At the time of these discussions, Undertakers seem to have been individuals with
an interest in large civil engineering schemes, such schemes providing their wealth. 

Although he obtained Letters Patent for making the Stour navigable between Sudbury and the tidal
estuary, he died before being able to carry out these works. In 1658, the Corporation of Sudbury tried
again and offered a Mr Maynard five pounds towards a navigation proposal, but this effort also
foundered. Despite the Letters Patent being subsequently assigned to John Little and Benjamin Dodd,
who claimed to have begun substantial works at the beginning of the 18th century, the Corporation of
Sudbury put forward a parliamentary bill to make the Stour navigable in 1703. A petition by Messers
Little and Dodd against the bill was unsuccessful, indicating that their claims of progress were

Fig. 2: The upper reaches of the River Stour, now

growing into a more substantial river before reaching

Kedington Mill.
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exaggerated. On 16th February 1705, the Act of Parliament was passed nominating the Mayor and
Aldermen of Sudbury as undertakers, together with a further ten of their fellow townsfolk.

The Act provided for the appointment of commissioners to oversee the works, with powers to re-appoint
undertakers should the works over-run or be deemed unsatisfactory. An extensive list of arbitrators was
also included, these to be consulted if the undertakers ‘shall not agree amongst themselves’ over the
works. It was stipulated that the works would run between June 1708 and June 1713. The Act was
passed with high hope, proclaiming that the navigation ‘will be beneficial to trade, advantageous to the
poor, and convenient for the conveyance of coals, and other goods and merchandises, to and from the
said towns and parts adjacent, and will very much tend to the employing and encrease of watermen and
seamen.’

However, amongst other omissions, the Act was silent on the matter of funding. Initially, shares were
issued, raising £4800, and taken up by two subscriptions. Half the shares were acquired by London
merchant, Mr. Dean Cock, in association with a consortium of Sudbury clothing merchants. The balance
was acquired by another London merchant, Mr. Cornelius Denn. The undertakers issued authority to
commence work on the navigation. The funds raised thus far were soon found to be insufficient and the
shareholders were again called upon.  This resulted in a kitty of £9000 being made available - £6500
being allocated to the navigation itself and the remaining £2500 earmarked for warehouses and barges.

Finally it seemed that the great work on the ‘great river’ was to get underway but another omission from
the 1705 Act was the provision of a towpath or ‘haling path’. Ideally there ought to have been a
continuous way running alongside the river without fence ‘jumps’ or gates and essential for the barges
that the company had commissioned; the absence of such stipulation would have a far-reaching effect on
the lives of those who came to use the Stour as a commercial artery. Whether this oversight was because
it was felt by Parliament that sailing craft would be used (as was the case on some inland waterways), it is
more likely that difficulties with riparian landowners influenced matters. 

It was not sufficient, however, to establish the Stour just as an inland waterway. Of necessity, goods had
to have inward and outward access from the river at its North Sea estuary. This was not an easy operation
at the time, with unfavourable weather always able to decimate a fleet of contemporary construction.
Enemy vessels and pirates were also a source of concern and the dangers were not eased by the relative
inadequacy of the available sea charts. Matters improved as Trinity House extended their navigational
marks and the Royal Navy offered a protective presence. By the start of the 18th century the port at
Mistley, or ‘Mistley Thorn’ as it was known, was being developed with the help of a local landowning
family. This was clearly of benefit to the new Stour Navigation. Although the coasting trade at Colchester
is recorded as being in decline in the 18th century, with the inward trade dominated by coal but
becoming more dependent on the London Market, the developments at Mistley follow a more general
trend toward expansion of some smaller coastal ports for the next hundred years or so. 
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The navigation in the 
18th Century

Shortly after the beginning of the 18th century works began along the length of the River Stour between
Sudbury and Manningtree which would bring about lasting change to this stretch of the waterway. After
the Act of Parliament enabling these works was passed in 1705, thirteen staunches or flash-locks and
thirteen pound locks were constructed along the river, in addition to the construction of a basin, granary
and warehouses at Sudbury. Before this, weirs which were constructed to aid mills and provide enough
head of water to operate them, as well as hold nets and baskets to trap fish, often caused difficulties
along river navigations throughout the country. If the weirs had opening sections such as moveable
boards or gates built into the structure, then boats could pass. These navigation weirs were the earlier
forms of flash locks. Staunches and flash locks were by now common on East Anglian navigations as they
were less detrimental to mill operation than pound locks, although this effect would vary with localised
conditions such as the depth and width of the river in the vicinity of the mill. Constructed entirely of
timber, a staunch had just a single gate operating on a beam or sill which traversed the riverbed. Two
posts were driven in on the banks either side of the river, and a top swinging gate beam was mounted on
one of the posts in such a way that it could be moved into position across the river to support a line of
vertical planks. The whole arrangement created a dam in the river which increased the height of water
upstream. River Stour lighters would remain upstream of a staunch until the water level had risen to the
correct level. At this point the planks would be taken out and the upper beam would be swung across.
The lighters would be able to ride the temporary increase in water level (or flash) over the shallow section
of river beyond.  Also, the backing-up effect behind the staunch would increase the level of water,
making the upstream part of the river navigable. As the gate was opened the flash of water would,
therefore, not only temporarily raise the water level downstream for lighters making for the coast, it
would also enable lighters bound upstream to be towed or hauled up over the previously shallow section
past the lock. But the flash locks were unfortunately responsible for a number of problems. Although
they were undoubtedly a solution to the difficulties of moving larger and heavier vessels over shallow
areas along the river, the sudden rush, or ‘flash’ of water that enabled the barge to move over the
shallows would, of course, increase the flow of water further downstream. Therefore, those barges which
were attempting to navigate the river in the upstream direction would find it very difficult to move
against the increased current. In addition to this, flash locks needed an enormous amount of water each
time they were used. This would cause further difficulties, such as delays caused by water shortages and
barges having to wait together for levels to rise sufficiently to make progress. The great rush of water that
came from the flash lock would also have an effect upon the river itself. The river banks downstream of
the lock would be prone to erosion, and the eroded material from these banks would be deposited
further downstream creating shallow areas or shoals that would be difficult to navigate. 

An improvement on the flash lock was the Staunch. These were more permanent structures that often
had two gate sets rather than a single beam. The water level in the river between two staunches would
increase if the upstream gate was left open and the downstream one closed. This would enable vessels to
navigate this stretch easily, and the operation could be repeated for each section as required. This was not
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really a new idea; barges on the River Nene, the Fens around Peterborough and Wisbech, the River Lee
and other inland waterways, used a form of portable staunching tackle until well into the 19th century.
By utilising a set of posts, a sheet of heavy canvas and an unladen boat, a temporary dam could be set up
in the river to raise the water level enough to allow laden vessels to pass. As with many such
developments, this activity dates back at least to the Romano-British period. 

In East Anglia these early forms of lock became widespread; they were in use on the Little and Great
Ouse, Ivel, Lark as well as the Essex and Suffolk Stour. Staunches and flash locks were also in common
use on other river navigations in Southern Britain and the West Country; they were a familiar sight on the
Rivers Wye, Parret, Tone, Lugg, Avon, and Stour. In the South-East, along the Thames, Medway, Rother,
Itchen, Arun, Ouse, Stour, Wey and Lee staunches and flash locks were utilised, as they were in the
Midlands on the Rivers Derwent, Soar and Nene.

The relative efficiency of the pound locks over the staunches or flash locks on the Stour Navigation was
soon realised. Consisting of two sets of gates and a central chamber, pound locks are the more familiar
type of lock structure seen on canals throughout the world. Barges can pass through the upstream gates
and stop in the central chamber (the pound) before the downstream gates, which are closed. The
upstream gates are then also closed. Small openings (sluices) in the downstream gates are now opened to
release water from the pound. This allows the water level in the pound to decrease enough to equal the
level beyond the downstream gates. As soon as these levels are equalised, the downstream gates can be
opened and the barge or barges in the pound can proceed along the navigation. Another benefit that

Fig 3: A pound lock on the River Stour, prior to restoration.
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arose from the installation of pound locks was the raising of the level of water between each lock as a
result of the backing up the flow of water in the river. This would also help make the waterway more
navigable for trading barges.

Pound locks, however, were much heavier structures than staunches and flash locks, and therefore
needed more substantial engineering works to install them. Not only did excavations have to be carried
out around the lock site to install the gate posts and form the central chamber, the heavier gates had to
be built separately and fitted once these works were complete. The gates themselves differed
considerably from those used on the basic single gate flash locks, as there were two gates at each end of
the pound, hinged on a heavy post on either side of the river and closing mid-stream, pointing toward
the flow of water; it is for this reason that they are commonly referred to as ‘mitre gates’. Although
staunches, dams and flash locks were often confused pound lock at this time, the first full English pound
lock is said to have been constructed around 1554 on the Exeter Canal by John Trew of Glamorgan. The
design of the pound locks used on the Stour, however, was quite individual. The main feature of the River
Stour pound locks that set them apart from others was the lintel or crossbeam which was installed to
counter the inward force caused by the weight of the lock gates on the posts that held them. These
lintels thereby prevented the land posts and heavy gates collapsing inwards under this weight, and they
lay across the river between the posts at a height that allowed all vessels to pass under them. 

The undertakers and their foremen were generally responsible for the construction of the locks on the
River Stour Navigation, utilising local carpenters, blacksmiths, wheelwrights and labourers. All locks on
the first constructions after 1705 were built with timber, the hinges, pintles, bracings and fixings were
made of iron. The insides of the central pound in the lock were of a simple earth construction at first,
these were generally reconstructed later in baulks of timber. The work required to dig out and prepare the
locks would have been difficult and time-consuming, and would have required extensive manpower in
the pre-industrial era. Building the gates and beams, installing them, and eventually lining the pound
itself was technically demanding work but reasonably well-paid work, which local artisans and labourers
would have welcomed. Very little now remains of the earliest lock constructions along the River Stour;
some recent archaeological works have uncovered a few highly decayed original timberworks here and
there, but the locks that are now seen along the waterway are generally restorations of structures that
have been rebuilt a number of times in the past.

Contemporary writing from the mid to late 18th century gives us quite a lot of information about the
nature of the towns surrounding the River Stour Navigation, as well as details regarding the transport of
goods and the conditions of the roads. By this stage Sudbury had developed a considerable trade in
woollens and silk bound for the London market, and work was readily available with around one hundred
looms for silk and even more for wool operating. The town also had, however, a rather darker reputation
as a town rife with smuggling and nefarious dealings, Mistley Quay had become a busy port handling
regular imports of coal and corn, and had an active shipyard engaged in naval work. Harwich was active
with the cod fishing industry and packet boats serving the northern ports and the continent. 

But the most telling evidence that we have from these times concerns the state of road transport. The
sheer difficulty of transporting large cartloads of heavy goods along poorly maintained roads (especially
during the winter months) is well documented, and so it is unsurprising to note that when, for example,
the River Soar was made navigable near Leicester the price of coal fell considerably. The transport of
goods along navigable rivers was common in early Medieval times, the advantages of inland navigation



9

were well known to the Anglo-Saxons and early Normans, but river usage seems to have waned in the
later Medieval period. By the 18th century, however, the focus for the transport of goods shifted back to
the waterways. As rivers were made navigable or canals constructed, many heavy cargoes such as wheat
and coal were moved onto the waterways, as this was quite simply a much more efficient means of
transport. In addition to this, a substantial expansion of trade was then created by mill owners bringing
pressure to improve river navigations, and eventually to build new waterways to manage the work of
moving bulk cargoes more efficiently. 

Numerous navigation schemes were conceived during the 17th century and in many cases they were met
with objections. Much of the protest to such schemes came from the mill owners who depended on the
flow of water along the river to operate their machinery. Also, those that owned the land through which
the river flowed (known as riparian landowners) were generally opposed to their land being crossed along
the riverbanks. It is doubtful whether there were any objections from local inhabitants; these would
probably be given little attention, but as local labour was employed in the construction work on many of
these schemes, the navigations were probably welcomed by the majority of the people living and working
near them. Published in 1641, the ‘Designe for bringing a navigable river from Rickmansworth in
Hertfordshire to St. Gyles in the fields: The benefits of it declared and the objections against it answered’
Sir Edward Ford (1605-1670) notes ‘first, a great multitude of poore labourers will have hereby good
imployment, both in making and perpetuall repairing of the trench, and many of them yearly stipends
and wages for daily overseeing and the severall parts of it, and the rowing and the sayling of the boats in
it’. Much more recently, in his paper on the River Stour Navigation, J.S. Hull notes that this concern for
the social effects of the navigation is clear in the 1705 Act for the River Stour: [the navigation] ‘will be
very beneficial to trade, advantageous to the poor, convenient for the conveyance of coals, and other
goods and merchandises, to and from the said towns and parts adjacent, and will very much tend to the
employing and increase of watermen and seamen’ Although change can often be an unwelcome factor
for local communities, at a time when help for the less well-off was scarce, schemes that would help
create work and provide cheaper goods was to be welcomed by all.

It was in fact the mill owners who primarily seemed to have little to gain and much to loose from such
schemes. As discussed already, staunches, and flash locks would disrupt the normal flow of water in the
river and so slow down or even completely stop their machinery from operating. Ford had, in fact, noted
this in his earlier work, along with other possible objections to the removal of water and of course fish
from the river. But it was soon accepted that with the enlargement mill ponds, the construction of
additional works such as side channels and the control of locks given over to mill owners themselves, a
mutually-acceptable scheme could be implemented. Guarantees for free transport of mill stones included
in the setting up of the navigation proposals would also help to keep the mill owners optimistic about the
navigation works; indeed the 1705 Act gave the mill owners and operators between Sudbury and
Manningtree the right of toll-free carriage of millstones and building materials along the navigation.

It seems, however, that it was much harder to convince the riparian landowners that the Stour navigation
would not cause any major problems, and this situation persisted for many years after the navigation was
up and running. As mentioned in Chapter one, much of this was caused by the fact that, unlike the
majority of other similar pieces of legislation, the 1705 Act included no provision for the establishment or
maintenance of a tow path along the riverbank. This may be because initially no agreement could be
reached with the riparian landowners. There would have been a considerable number of landowners
involved along the river from Sudbury to Manningtree, giving them strength in numbers, and
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consequently they would have had a powerful lobby at the time. The 1705 Act of Parliament to make the
River Stour navigable stated ‘that it will be necessary in some places, to hale or tow up barges …. by the
strength of men horses engines or other means’. But there was no stated requirement for the riparian
landowners to maintain a tow path, or even provide and maintain gates in their boundary fences that ran
down to the river bank. Clearly the main concern for landowners near the river was livestock escaping
from their land through gates left open, and therefore their concerns seem reasonable.

It was also envisaged initially that some of the barges would be under sail and, therefore, not need a
towpath. But, as was found on many river navigation schemes throughout the country, it was soon
apparent that the location and geography of the river would render sail power impractical. 

Fig. 4: An early photograph of cattle along the banks of the Stour.
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The Trading River

The effects on rural life of the coming of water-borne transportation along the River Stour’s meandering
twenty-three and a half miles between Sudbury and Manningtree must have been immense. Once the
first navigation works were completed, the lighters appeared. With them came an assortment of men,
boys and horses whose behaviour was novel, to say the least.

These lighters, usually built in dry dock at Flatford and registered with the Sudbury corporation, took
about two days to make the journey. They were crewed by a Captain (known as a lighterman) and his
horseman. The “horseman” in this context, was more than likely a boy and the pair were responsible for
two lighters and a long-suffering horse. The lighters would be closely chained, stem to stern, and, for the
majority of the journey the horse would pull the whole ensemble. In areas where the horse had difficulty,
due to the terrain and the lack of a consistent haling path, the lighterman would manually ‘pole’ the pair
of lighters. Although there is some dispute as to the dimensions of these craft, it is generally agreed that
a lighter could carry up to thirteen tons of cargo, being some forty-seven feet long and ten feet nine
inches at the beam. Moving this would take considerable effort by both horse and lighterman.   The
requirement for horses to cross from one bank to another was already established on Britain’s inland

Fig 5: Stour Lighters at work on the navigation
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waterways. However with only sixteen bridges on this route, the horses were trained to step onto the
lighters in order to cross the river and pick up the haling path on the opposite bank. This little dance took
place a total of thirty-three times on this stretch of river at places known as “boating places”.    Although
straw was put on the decks to provide some grip, it was still a hazardous exercise, as the surface was
inevitably slippery to some degree. Several horses are said to have fallen into the Stour and drowned as a
direct result of this stressful manoeuvre.  A further obstacle for these unfortunate animals was presented
in the shape of the fences that riparian landowners allowed to encroach all the way down to the
riverbanks. Thus they were also required to jump fences at regular intervals. It is amazing to consider that
the same horses that were called upon to tow two fully laden lighters were also expected to reach such
heights of equestrian expertise as walking across deck and jumping fences. Clearly this dichotomy would
have put further strain on the unfortunate animals.  Initially the fences were at least three feet in height
as landowners attempted to keep livestock within their custody. Later these fences were of smaller
stature.  The use of boys as horsemen was a canny ploy by the company, as in addition to taking a lesser
wage, they would be less burdensome to the horses tackling of fences and stiles along the way. Thus
Stour Navigation barge horses must have been among the fittest and strongest of any on the canals of
England. Surveys made much later (in 1850) report more than 120 jumps along the navigation and
twenty boating places.  The problem of obstacles was also remarked upon by the surveyor. Trees, high
fences and even a place where the horses had to swim across the river were still proving hazardous this
late in the development of the navigation.

At the outset of the navigation’s working, a way of life must have developed that was unique among East
Anglian waterways.  Mighty barge horses towing huge pairs of lighters, pausing to leap fences, address
other obstacles and being carried across the river in the absence of a bridge.  What had previously been a
quiet, meandering ‘natural’ river became a busy navigation, transformed early on by an ambitious lock-
building programme. Lightermen and horse boys would make the two-day journey, of necessity
overcoming obstacles.  At Horkesley a bunkhouse or ‘bothy’ was built to provide overnight rest and
shelter for the crews reaching the halfway point of their journey. A welcome by-product of this traffic was
an increase in trade for local innkeepers. Suppliers of feed and straw for horses also benefited, and the
lighters themselves would need running repairs and chandlery supplies, not to mention the barge building
at Flatford dry docks.  The barge crews could also count on the assistance of local lads, who were eager
to lead the horses, pull the ropes or help operate lock gates. 

Initially, not everyone would have welcomed the development of the navigation; mill-owners being the
most put out by the use of pound locks and staunches, disrupting the constant water supply, crucial for
the operation of the mill’s machinery. This situation was not conducive to negotiating a more consistent
haling path. The lightermen could offer appeasements such as free transport for millstones etc., but more
help would be needed.   The mills at Cornard, Bures, Wormingford, Wissington, Dedham and Flatford
received attention, with millponds being dug or extended, side channels (or weirs) constructed and
alterations made to the banks of the river, causing deviations from its natural course.

Notwithstanding the intricacies of steering the lighters along the Stour and the physical exertion required
by captains, boys and horses, the early years of the navigation were a commercial success. Iron, lead,
bricks, oil, paper, pitch, tallow, soap, vinegar, sugar and butter were among the cargoes were among
those loaded onto lighters and transported through the formally tranquil valley on the Essex/Suffolk
border.  Agricultural products, such as flour, wheat, barley, oats, malt, bran and clover seed were also
carried, but the main cargo to be carried after the inception of the Stour navigation was coal. Amid a
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general increase in demand,
annual quantities as high as
100,000 tons were recorded
taking the route upstream from
Manningtree. 

Given the practical problems
previously outlined, in 1781 it
was felt necessary to pass
another Act. As well as dealing
with practicalities, certain
bureaucratic protocols had been
overlooked or skimped on, so
new commissioners were
elected. Whether by accident or
design, several of the new
appointees were related to one
or other of the artists John Constable and Thomas Gainsborough. However, no amount of surveying and
mechanical tinkering ever overcame the navigation’s Achilles Heel: the absence of a clear, continuous
haling path.

Other waterways throughout the country were able to operate without the impediments suffered on the
Stour, which, as previously suggested, were largely a product of the attitude of the riparian landowners to
the new navigation.  The desire to keep land enclosed and livestock safe was entirely understandable.
However, the problems this caused the lightermen must have been apparent and it seems strange that a
greater effort wasn’t put in to negotiating a solution with the neighbouring land owners that would have
increased efficiency on the developing navigation.  Although a contemporary argument against the
development of a transport route through such a picturesque environment would centre on the
disruption to the peaceful rural idyll, it is uncertain whether such a position would have been sustainable
during the mid-18th century.

In 1843, a new player emerged on the region’s transportation scene with the opening of the Eastern
Counties Railway terminal in Colchester.  This was to be the start of forty years of network development.
The Colchester, Stour Valley, Sudbury and Halstead line was incorporated in 1846, posing a direct
challenge to the River Stour Navigation. The waterway’s operators reputedly offered to sell the navigation
to the railway company for £30,000.  A counter offer was made, but the parties could not reach
agreement. The Stour Valley line opened in 1849 and was absorbed by the Great Eastern Railway in
1898. During its development over this period and beyond, it was a direct competitor of the River Stour
Navigation. There was a marked growth in the population of both Mistley and Manningtree during the
railway development. It has been reported that, following the rejection of its 1846 sale offer, the River
Stour Navigation Company reduced the number of locks on the river to fifteen. This was expensive and
the continued trading of coal and timber along the river was a precarious business. Rates were reduced
and steam barges introduced. The company struggled on with this arrangement until 1916, some seventy
years after the ill-fated overture was made to the railway company.

Fig. 6: Stour lighters tied up at the Anchor Pub, Gt. Horkesley.



THE  S TOUR  NAV IGAT ION  COMPEND IUM

14

The Navigation after the
1780 Act

There is a scarcity of detailed documentary evidence from these times regarding the River Stour
Navigation, but in addition to some of the difficulties and problems experienced prior to 1780 that are
preserved in the National Archives as grievances from riparian landowners and mill owners, there is a
well-preserved lease that details the transfer of the ‘tolls of the River Stower’ to ‘Jasper Cullum for eleven
years from Michaelmass 1741.’ Amongst these surviving documents are details of up to six gangs of
barges, each laden with twelve chaldrons of coal which are described as regularly working in a waterway
that was in a state of decline and bad management. The locks and staunches are described as being fixed
and misused with no staunch drawer being appointed, the river filling with shoals and gravel beds, mills
being spoiled and stables for barge horses falling into disrepair. One of the problems, therefore, that now
becomes apparent is that whilst the 1705 Act of Parliament that resulted in the birth of the River Stour
Navigation did lay in place the foundation for a working and lively inland commercial waterway, it did not
envisage many of the practical issues that would impact upon its further development and expansion.
Consequently the second Act of Parliament was passed during the reign of George III on 31st. October
1780. This new legislation amended the original 1705 Act and appointed new commissioners to the
Navigation (only two of the original appointees were still active). Although there were other amendments
and improvements, there was still nothing in this Act to allow for the construction and maintenance of a
continuous tow path. With a lack of trading statistics remaining from this particular period to show any
actual detailed pattern of growth, the fact that a second act was required means that it is reasonable to
assume trade did continue to develop in spite of practical problems.

Transport of bulk cargoes by road was, on the other hand, highly expensive and inefficient, in fact three
to four times more expensive as water on a number of routes studied up to 1800 as previously discussed.
And so with the alternatives
available at that time the Stour
Navigation, although twisting
and turning and without a
continuous towpath, must have
been seen as a viable, profitable
and relatively efficient trade
route. And of course the Stour
lighters were capable of holding
much larger cargoes allowing
bulk carriage and delivery of
goods such as coal, agricultural
produce, oil, bricks and lime. A
brisk sea-going trade centred
on the ports of Manningtree,
Harwich and Felixstowe

Fig 7; The Granary, Sudbury: The head of the navigation
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gradually becoming more
secure and reliable would, in
addition, have helped to ensure
the navigation continued to
develop a sound trading
position. The location of this
section of the river and its
principle towns was also an
advantage, the agricultural
landscape surrounding the
market and weaving town of
Sudbury created a demand for
import of raw materials and a
need to export goods which in
turn created a two-way trade
along the navigation. 

Golding Constable (father of the artist John and mill owner at Dedham) and William Strutt were tasked to
carry out a survey of the navigation soon after 1782, when the new Commissioners had been appointed
as a result of the terms of the 1780 Act. In the light of this new survey, dredging works were carried out
and more warehouses built; and yet despite the fact that the haling path problem still remained
unresolved, trade improved quite considerably. The limited statistics that survive show an annual income in
1782 of £700 rising to £1600 in 1812 and £1400 in 1817.  These figures intimate a number of important
factors; primarily that a more professional approach to the running of the Navigation would be of great
benefit to both the navigation’s users and to the relationship that they had with mill owners and the
riparian landowners. Also, with the increased emphasis on regular maintenance and development work,
the trade on the river could be increased. In addition to all of this, the Navigation was without question a
well-established and formally accepted trade route. Given all of these factors, a period of growth in terms
of trade and development should surely now lay ahead. The newly appointed commissioners could
continue to manage the usual problems, such as compensation to landowners for damage to riverbanks,
and liaising with the navigation proprietors or shareholders regarding maintenance issues. The building of
the new warehouses and increased levels of maintenance work provided tangible evidence to the
increasing confidence felt by the proprietors and shareholders of the Navigation Company; this was clearly
engendered by the increase in trade on the river after the 1780 Act and subsequent survey works. This
period, therefore, from the beginning of the 19th century towards 1836 should essentially be viewed as a
period of further growth and consolidation for the River Stour Navigation, and the limited accounts that
are available in conjunction with physical evidence support this view. 

The River Stour Navigation had been in a position of continuous trading and commercial use for around
125 years by 1830, and the proprietors now had the benefit of the developed knowledge and experience
gained successively by those involved during this period of time. However, in the years before 1836 the
shareholders and proprietors had taken the decision to lease the navigation entirely to Mr. William Jones,
who then ran the operation on their behalf. In the minutes of the shareholders meeting on the
fourteenth of January 1836 it was noted that the late Mr. Jones had allowed the river to fall into a poorly
maintained state, and it was resolved that a committee of proprietors under its chairman and treasurer

Fig. 8: The Granary in more recent times.
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should now fully manage the affairs of the Navigation. And so in September of that year Mr. Edward
Stedman was elected Chairman and Treasurer by shareholders T. Hibble, J. King, T. Jones, and T.
Musgrave.

The previous few decades had indeed seen many important developments in Britain, but the following
decades would see even greater social and economic changes. As the Napoleonic Wars reached a
dramatic end in 1815, Britain was moving towards that period we now refer to as the Industrial
Revolution, a time of considerable industrial development coupled with enormous social upheaval. The
River Stour Navigation Company found itself in a reasonably healthy and comfortable trading position at
the beginning of this period, but about to face challenges that would have been unimaginable a few
years earlier. The Navigation Company proprietors were, no doubt, aware of the industrial developments
that were forging ahead in the country generally by 1836; and in particular they would have noted the
development of the railways. In fact they sought advice as to the impact of possible competition from this
new form of transport upon the navigation. A noted engineer, Mr. Joseph Cubitt, was given the task of
assessing the situation in relation to the railways and carrying out a new survey of the navigation. Cubitt
concluded that the Bill before Parliament concerning the Eastern Counties Railway would not be passed,
and that the carriage of heavy goods by rail was generally not viable due to wear and tear on the
mechanical infrastructure. He also noted a twenty five per cent increase in the cost of iron, and concluded
that the carriage of bulk goods would stay firmly in the domain of the inland waterways for the time
being, at least. Of course Cubitt’s conclusions would clearly prove to be unrealistic, yet having examined
his report and the survey of the navigation the companies proprietors would have been more reassured as
to the future of their trade route. In order to raise capital, further shares were issued and most of the

Fig 9: Flatford Mill and mill pond.
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improvements that were recommended were undertaken. The general positive and optimistic feeling
would also have been encouraged by what was then a relatively healthy financial position. Joseph Cubbit
was now asked to examine the possibility of constructing an extension of the navigation beyond Sudbury
as far as Clare. A further survey and financial feasibility study were carried out, and at a meeting of the
proprietors on the seventh of October 1843 the report was presented and considered. The chairman,
Edmund Stedman, read the details of the scheme to the meeting, informing them that the proposed
engineering works and land purchases was estimated to cost around £30,000. Even in these optimistic
times the cost was viewed as dangerously high and it was agreed that the scheme was not to be
progressed any further. It is interesting to note that in 1843 the value of 100 ordinary £1 shares in the
Navigation Company was £800, and in 1848 annual receipts for the period were now averaging £2,918
over an expenditure of £750, despite the rail link between Colchester and London having been opened
five years earlier.      

Although some of the earlier records of the River Stour Navigation Company’s accounts are not complete,
it is fairly apparent from the data that is available from the earlier years of trading that there is a
considerable increase in income after the Act of Parliament of 1780. In addition, during the subsequent
period of growth and development, the case for the provision of a continuous towpath would surely have
been very apparent. But somehow, despite the fact that the Navigation was by now well established and
successful, this situation could still not be overcome. We can only conclude that the mill owners and
riparian landowners still put up a powerful lobby against any continuous towpath. This was the time
when the case for the provision of a towpath was at its strongest: the navigation was a growing
successful trade route providing work and transport for many in a sustainable and reasonably efficient
manner. Thus, the failure to overcome this during these important years would mean that the opportunity
was ultimately lost, and this would add to the difficulties to be faced in the years ahead. 

A major tuning point came for the proprietors of the River Stour Navigation Company in 1849 with the
opening of the Stour Valley line linking Sudbury to Marks Tey, and thereby to Colchester and London.
They would no doubt have been well aware that the coming of the railway to the region generally was
inevitable, and yet it is at this point that the navigation company offered to sell itself to the Eastern
Counties Railway. The company’s minute books give details of the meetings with the proprietors of the
new railway company during which the navigation company’s asking price was refused and a derisory
counter offer made. At a meeting of the proprietors of the River Stour Navigation Company on the
twenty-seventh of October 1845 it was resolved that ‘The parties present, except Mr. Jones and Mr. Allen
who dissented, and as far as the parties present can bind themselves, that the shares of the river be
offered to The Colchester Stour Valley Sudbury and Halstead Railway Company at the rate of one
thousand pounds per share. Signed Capt. Francis de Visme, Chairman.’ Robert Frost Stedman, William
King, Robert Alfred Allen, Charles Ray, Col. Addison, Thomas Jones and Edmund Stedman were present
at the meeting when the proprietors met on the thirtieth of December 1846. Chairman, Edmund
Stedman reported ‘that the Colchester Stour Valley Sudbury and Halsted Railway Company having
dissented from the provisions of the draft bill produced at the last meeting as not in conformity with their
agreement, which was for the purchase of certain shares, the committee do not deem it necessary to
make any order in the matter.’ There are no further entries in the minute books concerning negotiations
with the railway company regarding the sale of shares from this point. It is clear. Therefore, that the
company did now take the threat of competition for the transport of goods such as coal seriously; at a
meeting held on the twenty second of June 1849 the Chairman reported that the Treasurer was to reduce
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the tolls charged for carriage of coals and slates on the river to one shilling per ton if no agreement can
be made with the Stour Valley Railway regarding tolls, cargoes etc., before they open their line to
Sudbury for goods traffic. The reduction in tolls was reported as carried out one month later. In addition
to reducing the toll fees, the company also reduced their dividend to £15 per share per half year from the
£20 paid the previous year. As the company prepared to meet the challenges of its first serious
competition since its inception in 1705, physical improvements were now ordered to be carried out along
the length of the navigation including lock gate maintenance and the removal of the older staunch locks,
replacing them with six new pound locks.

The available trading statistics, when analysed more closely show the effect upon the Navigation
Company’s annual receipts of some of the key events detailed so far. For example, although the period up
to 1836 when the Navigation was leased to Mr. Jones, despite seeming more successful than earlier
years, actually appears erratic and unpredictable. With the Company now coming under direct control,
from 1836, of a committee of shareholders who would have wanted a good return on their money, the
highest receipts are actually recorded. After 1850 however, it becomes apparent that the advent of the
railway indicates that levels reached in 1848 were now firmly in the past. But we should be aware that
the next eleven years, despite the obvious competition from the Stour Valley Railway, is a time of
increasing annual income for the Navigation Company. This would imply that the shareholders committee
had, in fact, managed to stabilise the fortunes of the business in the face of this direct competition.

In March 1862, chairman Edward Stedman brought a scale model of a steam tug to the monthly meeting
of the proprietors of the navigation company; having, no doubt, become aware of recent developments
in maritime steam propulsion. However, discussions of adopting steam power on the River Stour
Navigation were held over until the next month. During deliberations were held the following month the
estimated cost of £600 for putting such a vessel on the river was considered, but deemed to be big a
demand upon funds. Doubts were also expressed as to the suitability of a steam tug to accommodate all
trades on the river, and further discussions were postponed until another meeting at a later date.
However, Colonel Frances de Visme, a shareholder, was charged with the task of researching similar
steam-powered vessels used on the Grand Junction Canal. It was reported in the minutes of the
shareholder’s meetings that by August 1862 a Mr. W. Jeffries was engaged to construct a steam-powered
barge for a fee of £400 in time for the following Christmas. Eventually after the death of Edward
Stedman two years later and under the chairmanship of Robert Frost Stedman a Mr. Salter was reported
to have been engaged to make a number of alterations and modifications to the steamboat built by
Jeffries. One of the main difficulties was  overcoming the problem of manufacturing a suitable propeller
that would work on a shallow-drafted flat-bottomed vessel without drawing down air around them from
the surface (cavitation), thereby making the propeller inefficient. Mr Salter suggested a paddle steamer
may be a better option, but this would clearly not be a practical option, as it would not be able to
negotiate the low bridges on the river. Test followed further test, and after a number of experiments and
trials the idea was ultimately abandoned in December 1867, and the steam barge offered for sale. A
further reduced dividend of only ten pounds per share per half year was, by now, also being declared.

The navigation company’s annual receipts had fallen to levels not seen for some thirty-five years by 1868,
and the steam-barge project had come to nothing: a costly waste of time. Had it have been more
successful, then perhaps it could have had a more positive impact upon the company’s fortunes. Along
with hopes of steam power on the river, any opportunities for making a convincing case for a continuous
towpath were also now rapidly fading. As the competitive strength of the navigation company slowly
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faded tolls were regularly reduced in order to keep some trade on the river. Traditionally there had been
no toll on the river for sundry goods such as non-agricultural or heavy items, and this loophole was
rectified in June 1869; Mr. Salter was engaged to make a further survey of the Navigation in 1870. On
the fourteenth of August 1872 Mr. Elliston Allen (of Allen’s Brickworks, Ballingdon) was elected chairman
and treasurer of the company after the death of Robert Frost Stedman, and immediately a list of the
company’s real estate together with a schedule of annual rents was produced. Chart 1, below, shows the
volumes of the various cargos carried on the Stour Navigation during the years 1851 to 1891 from
available records. It is interesting to note the actual increase in traffic generally through the 1860’s,
especially sacks of flour, quarters of wheat and bricks by the hundred. Although the tolls had been
lowered, consideration of these statistics at that time must have given some encouragement to the
Proprietors of the Company. The big problem was finding cargoes for both directions on the river, and
coal taken upstream was the cargo that seemed to be in decline more than any other, mainly due to
competition from the railways.

By 1873 the company’s difficulties were such that a ruling had to be passed to prohibit shares from being
transferred without prior permission from the management committee. Diminishing annual income was, of
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course, having an effect on the dividend paid per share; it which had now fallen to £3 per half year. After
much deliberation and discussion the proprietors installed a dredger to work on the navigation, and by
1881 the results were rewarding. Where parts of the river would have had to remain closed for extended
periods whilst laborious hand dredging took place prior to this development, the dredger ensured that the
navigation could remain open as it operated. This, of course, was a huge step forward; but the increased
efficiency that resulted did not, unfortunately, result in any real increase in trade. The Tolls Committee
report to the shareholders of 1882 provides an insight into the real trading situation of the Company. Trade
on the River Stour Navigation was centred in three localities only: Sudbury to Mistley, Nayland

or Wiston to Mistley, and Stratford or Dedham to Mistley. The cargoes that were carried from Sudbury to
Mistley were mainly bricks and malt, returning with coal, maize and barley. The trade in coal decreased
considerably due to demand for low priced coal from the Midlands; this was a cargo clearly not available
for carriage on the River Stour. The trade in maize, however, had grown considerably. From Nayland or
Wiston to Mistley the cargos were mainly flour destined for the London market, returning with coal and
wheat from abroad. From Stratford or Dedham the trade was much the same.  There was essentially little
or no intermediate trade, except wheat from Sudbury to Nayland, and the tolls were unfortunately seen
as excessively high. Nearly all of the heavy goods were now carried on the railway, but the report did state
that ‘as there is a steamer running between Mistley and London, we consider it will be in the interest of
barge owners to encourage a trade of this description which will give them back carriage from Mistley.
We recommend all heavy goods (which we propose to call shop goods) should pay a uniform toll of one
shilling per ton.’ Chairman Elliston Allen reported on the 22nd of October 1886 that the trade in bricks
was now severely affected by the development of rail routes into east and central London, and of course
this had a dramatic effect on the Navigation Company’s overall trade statistics.

The company’s shareholders were reaching the inevitable conclusion that there was little hope in a revival
of the Company’s trading fortunes, and by 1888 were actively looking to sell the entire concern.
Negotiations with possible purchasers came to nothing, however, hopes were temporarily raised when
discussions around a scheme to link the Stour Navigation with the Rivers Cam and Great Ouse took place,
but again, this scheme failed to materialise. The new requirements of the Railway and Canal Traffic Act
(1888) and extra duties such as legal negotiations as to the liability for repairs to bridges and other
property now occupied more and more of the management committee’s time. These extra duties began
to weigh heavily and after seeking legal advice the Navigation Company, at a special meeting on the 15th
November 1892, voted unanimously to incorporate under the Companies Act as a company limited by
shares and to change the name to the River Stour Navigation Company Limited. Now, at the beginning of
the last decade of the 19th Century when the proprietors of the company had to contend with increasing
liabilities instead of enjoying reasonable returns, a point of no return for the navigation as a commercial
operation had been reached. Becoming a limited company would at least remove the problem of
individual liability from the shareholders. Another factor that really confirmed that commercial trade was
in the past was, quite simply, that it was now too late to raise sufficient funds to finance any changes or
improvements that would have allowed the company to trade through the difficult times to follow.

The company’s property assets were now the only hope, and these were gradually liquidated to offset
growing liabilities. The severe drought of the summer of 1901 created serious operational problems in the
navigation and drove more cargo towards the railways. At the meeting of the proprietors dated 31st of
October 1907, Edward Oliver and Frederick Wheeler voted Percy E. Allen become chairman and recorded
their regret at hearing that Elliston Allen was unwell. Eventually at a meeting on the 9th of October 1913
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with Percy Allen as the chairman, and attended by Edward Oliver, Frederick Wheeler, J. Frank Boggis and
S.B. Barker, the River Stour Navigation Company formally resolved to go into liquidation. J. Frank Boggis
of Sudbury was appointed liquidator, and in 1914 realisations were given as £124-10-10, disbursements
as £113-19-10, and a balance of £10-11-00. But even at this late stage, however, after all seemed lost,
winding up was delayed. The reason was that ‘a public scheme is on foot for acquiring the undertaking
as a whole.’ Any interested parties were invited to a public meeting in Colchester to discuss a possible
way forward, but this last effort to save the Navigation was ultimately overtaken by international events
leading up to the outbreak of the First World War.                                                                                                                           

After the outbreak of the First World War, when it had become clear that the troops would not be home
in the short term, a decision was made to sink the remaining barges that were laying idle on the River
Stour at Sudbury, and to put down the tow horses. Various sources have claimed that the decision to sink
the barges was taken by the Admiralty as a precaution against them being used by enemy troops to gain
access inland in the event of an invasion. As there seems to be little evidence to dispute this, perhaps this
was the main reason for such a dramatic act. Despite the fact that it ultimately proved to be completely
unnecessary, it is difficult to imagine any other reason for such drastic measures. The scuttling of the
lighters of course had little effect on the minimal levels of trade that remained on the river, and it more or

Fig 10: A family group posing near a Stour lighter.
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less ruled out any hopes of the use of the lighters after the cessation of hostilities. Towards the end of the
war in 1918 the River Stour Navigation Company did, however, reform as The River Stour Navigation
(Trust) Co. Ltd. Frederick Wheeler was elected chairman, and the hope was that the navigation could be
re-used in some form for the carriage of goods. Some limited trade did continue along some parts of the
river and on the 27th of August Percy Clover was elected as the new chairman of the trust company by
Edward Oliver, E. Green, Mr. Lupton and A. Baker who were also present at the meeting. The 1920s,
however, were a time of continued gradual decline in the use of the navigation and almost negligible
trading figures. The last remaining River Stour Lighter, belonging to Percy Clover, working as far as
Dedham made its final journey in 1928. New requirements for drainage and water extraction meant that
the South Essex Waterworks Company were anxious to strike a deal with the proprietors of the River
Stour Navigation regarding their proposed new Bill. The Waterworks Company would agree to rebuild
four of the downstream locks, which would still allow sufficient water for navigation. But in 1935 the
returns to the Board of Trade showed that the navigation was by now disused and derelict. The
proprietors of The River Stour Navigation Company (Trust) Ltd. met together for the last time on Thursday
the 15th of April 1937 at the registered office in Great Eastern Road, Sudbury. S.G. Wheeler and J. Frank
Boggis were in attendance with the Chairman Percy Clover. Apologies for absence were received from E.
Oliver. The chairman read aloud a letter informing them that ‘the company name would be removed from
the register of joint stock companies at the expiration of three months from that date and therefore this
company would cease to exist on that date.’ The minutes of the meeting were concluded with the
statement ‘it is…. resolved that the balance in hand, namely £18-3s-4d be paid as follows: - £6-6s-0d for
legal charges to Messrs. Wells and Braithwaite, and £11-17s-4d (the balance) to the secretary in (lieu) of
his salary and incidental expenses that may arise. It is further resolved that the books and papers of the
company be retained by Mr. J.F. Boggis, the late secretary, to be kept or disposed of by him as he thinks
fit. Signed, J. Percy Clover,Chairman’. This was how the company was wound-up under Section 295(5) of
the Companies Act 1929. It was at this point that over two hundred years of more or less continual
commercial trade on the River Stour came to an end.
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The River Stour Navigation
Company

Over the life of the River Stour Navigation, many people took part in its management or were consulted
in a decision-making capacity.  Under the first Act there were many commissioners and share-holdings
were transferred or inherited over time, further broadening the management base. The speed and quality
of the decisions reached was probably impaired by this diversification of personnel.  

The surviving minute books of the Navigation Company dating from the 19th century, paint a picture of
erratic attendance at proprietors’ meetings.  Whereas one might consider it appropriate for the
Management Committee to meet frequently during such a critical phase of the navigation’s development,
it appears quite possible that the Chairman and Management Committee may not have met in the same
form more than once in several months. Important matters discussed in one month would be back on the
agenda for a new line-up of proprietors to consider a month or so later. The meeting of 22nd July 1865,
for example was chaired by Colonel de Visme E.Allen, R.Stannard, W.Stannard-Green, R.F.Stedman and
W.King were also in attendance to discuss on-going steam-barge trials. However, the next meeting - on
the 24thAugust - was adjourned, and the next scheduled meeting on 14th September was abandoned
without progress as only two delegates attended.  The next meeting to feature a good proportion of
those who met in July (five out of six) was held on 13th October and was the A.G.M. 

It is worth noting that the committee may not have been as unified a whole as its theoretical ideal. Mill
owners and local traders are naturally recorded as shareholders, but there were also clerics, dignitaries
and those who had inherited a shareholding. Colonel de Visme, for example, had benefited from an
inheritance, but had a military background. It is entirely possible that, although such diversity could be
viewed as potentially beneficial to the navigation, it actually appears to have been divisive, contributing to
the poor attendance at proprietors’ meetings.

It may be deduced from the surviving records that efforts were made to capitalise on this diversity once
the Navigation Company came back under the direct control of the shareholders; a management
committee was set up to oversee the day-to-day running, with other individuals retained for hands-on
tasks such as maintenance and toll collection.

Key personnel.
Not all of the major players in the history of the Stour Navigation covered themselves in glory. William
Jones, for example, described in 1836 as ‘the late lessee of the Navigation’, is recorded as not having kept
up repairs. This would clearly allow deterioration of the waterway, interfering with the smooth passage of
commercial traffic. Not much is known about Mr. Jones and what information survives isn’t entirely
complimentary, but the annual receipts from the time of his stewardship are not unhealthy.

The first reference to Frances de Visme in the records of the affairs of the Navigation Company on 13th



July 1824. Holding the rank of Captain, he was attending as proxy for his father James de Visme at a
meeting chaired by James Auriol Esq., who was also treasurer. In November 1824 Captain de Visme was
appointed managing director and treasurer at a salary of £50 per annum at the Company’s A.G.M. held
in Colchester by shareholders Thomas Gainsborough and John Thomson (solicitor holding proxies).

During the period up until 1836, when the Cubbitt report was published, Captain de Visme was in
charge as the Navigation Company returned to the direct control of the shareholders with the inception
of the Management Committee. The required improvements to the Navigation’s infrastructure were then
undertaken. A comparison of these historical details with the annual receipts, demonstrates that this was
a particularly productive period for the Company generally. It seems that in 1837 de Visme’s role was
diminished with the election of Edmund Stedman as Chairman and Treasurer. However, de Visme
remained a major shareholder and continued to influence the company’s proceedings well into the 1860’s
(now as Colonel de Visme). Unfortunately, this period included the ill-fated steam barge trials.

Edmund Stedman was elected Chairman and Treasurer of the Company in 1837 and oversaw a period of
trading that history regards as the most successful in the Navigation’s history. Although the Company was
at its strongest, this was a time when the first serious competition emerged and serious challenges
needed to be met. To his credit, Stedman introduced the steam barge project in 1862, but his colleagues
failed to see the scheme through to completion and this was ultimately disastrous. Stedman was a
philanthropist and local dignitary who appears to have carried out his duties to the Navigation Company
diligently until his death in 1864. History shows, however, that he lacked the mettle to make the tough
planning and commercial decisions called for by the trading environment at the time.

At this point in the company’s history, Robert Frost Stedman duly took over the roles of Chairman and
Treasurer for the next eight years, until his death in 1872. Unfortunately, this was a period of decline,
with the steam barge project rendered a failure and a reduction in tolls, dividends and annual receipts.

Elliston Allen attended company meetings from 1864, just prior to Robert Frost Stedman’s election as
Chairman and Treasurer. He was a member of the Management Committee and contributed to the steam
barge project. On 14th August 1872, he took over as Chairman and Treasurer, following the death of
Robert Frost Stedman. Allen was a businessman whose family operated the large brick-making firm of
Allen’s of Ballingdon. This company operated its own lighters, which took to the Stour from the factory,
negotiated Ballingdon cut and continued along the Navigation to Mistley. Elliston Allen was elected to the
chair of the Navigation company immediately preceding a notable decline in its fortunes. Possibly out of
desperation, he drew up a schedule of the company’s assets and secured loans against these as a short-
term palliative.  The collapse of the brick cargo trade in 1886, attributable to the development of the
London rail network, exacerbated the situation. By any standards, the outlook was bleak. However, Allen
remained as head of the company into the early 20th century. Despite the uncertain future, his diligent
approach to the problems and responsibilities of his position is evident from the minute books.  

By 31st October 1913, Elliston Allen was no longer well enough to continue in his managerial capacity
and, on that day, Percy.E.Allen was elected to the chair of the company by Edward Oliver and Fredrick
Wheeler. A month earlier T. Frank Boggis had been appointed to wind up the company.

Percy Clover is of note in the history of the Navigation as the last barge owner to use the navigation. He
was also the last chairman of The River Stour Navigation (Trust) Company Ltd., elected on 27th August
1925 by E. Oliver, E .Green, A. Baker and Mr. Lupton. 
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T. Frank Boggis of King Street, Sudbury, appears again as the appointed liquidator of the Navigation
Company in 1914. The town of Sudbury provided a link between the Boggis family and the Allens.  The
company of Allen and Boggis, lime and chalk merchants was based there during the early part of the
20th century. In 1936 a letter was sent to the Registrar of Companies with the news that the Company
was no longer carrying on any business. The signatory was the secretary of the River Stour Navigation
(Trust) Co. Ltd, - T. Frank Boggis. He was the last official to represent the Company before its final
winding-up.

Decisions and decision-making.
Reviewing the surviving documentation of the Navigation Company from the early and mid-19th century,
an overview of the decision-making processes can be drawn. The original Act empowered Commissioners
and they retained oversight of the Navigation, although the shareholders were the proprietors of the
Navigation Company and thus, in control. 

It appears that during the period when Mr Jones was the lessee of the Navigation he made decisions on a
fairly unilateral basis. By the time Captain de Visme was appointed Managing Director in 1824, the
shareholders, wanted to regain control. Twelve years later they had succeeded and, with the introduction
of the Management Committee, introduced a more formalised approach to decision making. A Chairman
and Treasurer were elected from the shareholders and they presided over a Management Committee.
This body was constituted of about eight officers and had various general responsibilities. Setting the
rates of salaries and dividends, navigation tolls and approval of the annual accounts were financial duties.
Overseeing purchases, maintenance and repairs to the Company’s property, appointment of retained staff
such as the Collector of Tolls and River Man were also within the committee’s remit. Although there were
spells during which the Management Committee met on a monthly basis, there were also periods when
four or more months could elapse between meetings. Financial and policy decisions were generally
arrived at by discussion at these meetings, but third parties such as engineers, surveyors or solicitors
would also be consulted if it was deemed beneficial. The positions of Chairman, Treasurer and members
of the Management Committee came up for election at Annual General Meetings; the voting was by
shareholders, or their proxy. This management system remained in place during the crucial period of
trading in the mid-19th century through to the Company’s incorporation in 1893 and up to its final
demise. Members of the committee came and went under the various Chairmen and Elliston Allen was
appointed Managing Director, after incorporation.

The day-to-day running of the navigation was undertaken using policies derived from decisions reached
by consensus among the committee members at their meetings. The Company’s minute books give an
insight into the effectiveness or otherwise of the application of these decisions.  For example, in July 1881
the managers put to work a dredger to repair damage caused by heavy floods. In October it was reported
as being effective in the immediate improvement of the navigation.  As another example of the successful
operation of the day-to-day decision making, it is recorded in 1882 that a tolls committee was formed.
The report of this body gave a comprehensive overview of the state of trade on the navigation. The
success of the committee and its managers in dealing with the everyday incidents and problems - the
natural consequence of a major engineering work - is reflected in the minutes of the meetings from the
early 19th century onward. However, it seems that the committee struggled when called upon to find
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more imaginative solutions to the more contentious problems thrown up by the development of the
navigation.  Probably the best example of this is the indecisive machinations surrounding “the steam
barge project”. This was first mooted in 1862 and should have been a springboard for increased
competitiveness on the waterway.  However, the committee baulked at the estimated outlay required
(£600) and never recovered the initiative in this field of development.  Steam power was still clearly an
attractive proposition because a compromise plan emerged after much discussion. This involved the
conversion of existing lighter stock to steam power and was a considerably cheaper option. As often
happens however, the cheaper option proved rather expensive as it came to nothing.  

The fact that it was attempted at all displays a lack of imagination and the mis-reading of the
requirements of the overall project. The halfway-house idea of converting a lighter to steam power was
given one engineer to realise, then taken away and presented to another. Months passed with no
apparent headway being made; meetings and discussion continued with no apparent urgency. The
surviving minutes do not record any banging on tables over this matter and eventually, whether through a
lack of confidence, a desire to conserve funds or a fear of what was, after all, a new technology, the
project was an admitted failure. With hindsight, a nettle grasped in 1862 could have seen a modern,
effective and competitive steam tug working the navigation; but by April 1870 the fruits of eight years’
consideration, discussion and ill-harnessed labour lay languishing on the Stour.

It hardly seems fair to document the shortcomings of the Navigation Company’s decision-making process
at this time without putting forward some alternative strategies that could have been adopted. As has
already been noted, the management committee system worked well for the day-to-day running of the
Navigation. The problems arose when, in the second half of the 19th century there was increased
competition in the transport industry and imaginative solutions to longer-term, strategic issues were
called for. One alternative that might have improved decision-making and the long-term viability of the
navigation could have been the appointment of a general manger. This would have meant having
someone with their finger on the pulse, in a stronger position to react promptly to the day-to-day
problems that inevitably arose.   Apart from monitoring the progress of work in hand, a General Manager
would be in a position to advise the shareholders of any changes to the operation and maintenance of
the navigation and lobby for the funds to implement them. Without this facility, the shareholders were at
the mercy of outside contractors and engineers reporting to their – at best – monthly meetings.  A
General Manager would have overseen and monitored the work of these individuals or firms on a daily
basis, ensuring that they gave value for money. The outcome of the aborted steam barge project might
have been very different had this system been adopted. 

If budgetary constraints are considered a potential reason why the shareholders did not employ someone
in this capacity, it should be borne in mind that the Navigation Company, as evidenced by the minute
books, employed a River Man and Collector of Tolls while at the same time paying a salary to the
Chairman/Treasurer for his work as Collector of Tolls. 

Alternatives strategies.
Given that the Navigation Company’s decision-making process did not encompass a general manager, it
may be of interest to examine some alternative commercial strategies that could have made a
fundamental impact on the Company’s trading position in the latter half of the 19th century.

As has been stated, the issue of the haling path was never resolved during the Company’s lifetime. There
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was no provision for a continuous haling path in either the original Act of 1705 or the subsequent 1780
Act. As a consequence, the barge crews and their horses never experienced the labour-saving benefit that
this development would have brought and journey times were longer than they could have been.
Although there was the perennial resistance from the riparian landowners, by the early 19th century the
development of the Navigation was such that a case can be made for this being overcome.  As detailed in
the Cubitt report, the efficiency of the Navigation was being compromised by the numerous places where
the tow horse would have to be ferried across the river (“boating places”) or be made to jump high
boundary fences. It would have been demonstrable that, by this stage of development, the Navigation
was benefiting the local economy and, had the proprietors lobbied strongly enough, a system of
maintaining boundary fences with self-closing gates or low jumps, might have been acceptable to the
riparian landowners. Thus a continuous haling path would have evolved, reducing the journey time for a
gang of barges and improving the Navigation’s competitiveness.

The failure of the steam barge project has been discussed, but nevertheless, the use of steam power is
another alternative strategy that deserves consideration. J.M.W.Turner’s The Fighting Temeraire (1838) can
be seen as symbolising the changes wrought during the Industrial Revolution. The sunset scene shows the
grand old sailing ship being towed to the breakers by a modern steam tug.  Had the Proprietors of the
Navigation Company taken a different approach to the introduction of steam power - perhaps with
greater investment -   and produced a prototype steam tug designed for their waterway, it might have
heralded a new era for the Navigation Company. The improved efficiency and speed of cargo transport
would have allowed them to compete much more effectively with the rail transport of bulk goods.
Railways are often associated with the birth of steam power, but, in fact, the first use of steam power in
early 19th century transportation was by coastal steamboats. Other inland waterways adopted steam
tugs and boats, and the fact that the Stour Navigation Company failed to embrace steam power must be
viewed as a hugely significant opportunity missed.

A key element of the success or otherwise of any transport network is the efficient handling of various
cargoes. This is worth considering in the present study as it is apparent that the Navigation Company
allowed barge operators to rely far too heavily on certain cargoes (chiefly coal and bricks), thus stifling the
development of varied services. An alternative strategy would have been to allow the growth of these
services to the benefit of all involved.  As it was, if, for whatever reason, the relied-on cargoes could no
longer be carried competitively on the Navigation, the barges could not operate due to the absence of
replacement loads. The situation was compounded by the requirement for a barge to carry goods in both
directions on the river to achieve optimum working efficiency; e.g. bricks to Mistley and coal back to
Sudbury.  It must have been difficult to identify other goods or products to utilise the navigation
competitively, particularly in the absence of as hands-on general manager. However, the pursuit of these
markets by the Navigation Company could have put the business on a more competitive footing. As an
example of the potential to optimise the use of the barges, the location at Sudbury of agriculture and
weaving on an industrial scale, while Mistley was home to maltings and import/export facilities, maybe
bulk agricultural products could have been carried downstream while the return journey could have seen
raw materials, , ferried back to Sudbury.

Another route the Company could have gone down in order to make itself more dynamic in the face of
the changing trading environment of the mid to late 19th century would have been by undergoing a
structural reform. This would have essentially taken the form of now-familiar ‘downsizing’ with the aim of
making the company leaner and more competitive. It would also have cut out the bureaucracy that
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contributed to the company’s developmental
inertia. A sole proprietor would buy up the existing
shareholding in order to streamline the
management function. Where once there were a
number of shareholders, all drawing dividends and
some drawing salaries for running the Company,
the sole proprietor, drawing a single salary and
receiving no dividends on shares, would have been
able to steer the company in whatever way market
conditions dictated, without the protracted and
irregular cycle of meetings that actually
characterized the company’s behaviour. Combining
such a radical reform with any of the other
alternatives already suggested could have provided
a much-needed fillip to the Navigation Company
during the difficult trading conditions it
encountered. Taking an optimistic view, a sole
proprietor may well have come up with the kinds of
radical plans that would have overcome the
problems: identifying new cargoes, generating new
income using company assets (real estate) or maybe
even developing alternative uses for the Navigation,
such as  passenger boats making excursions
through the tranquil beauty of the Stour Valley.

Previous chapters have referred to plans to extend the River Stour Navigation or even link it to other
major Eastern Counties waterways. The proprietors did not pursue these schemes, either because of the
cost implications or simply because they were unable to persuade the authorities to act to further them.
This is unfortunate, particularly when the navigation’s trade was in decline and when railways were
increasingly seen as the future of bulk goods transport. It would be wrong, therefore, to view this as an
alternative strategy that the proprietors simply ignored.   Obviously, they would have welcomed an
extension to the Stour Navigation or see it linked to other key waterways with the attendant increase in
trade. There are rumours that during the 18th century when the Dutch engineers surveyed the East
Anglian rivers, they could envisage the development of an excellent inland navigation network based on
the natural river system.  They found it puzzling that the British did not exploit this resource to its
maximum potential. 

The River Stour after 1945.
In the immediate post-war years the Stour Navigation was in a relatively unremarkable phase. However, in
1953 the Inland Waterways Association set up its London and Home Counties branch.  Tasked with
preserving and enhancing navigable waterways, the Association began by setting up local action
committees, each dedicated to a particular waterway. The River Stour Action Committee undertook
research into the history of the Navigation and, rather unexpectedly, reported the unlawful disappearance
of the Navigation Company! Armed with an understanding of the original Acts of Parliament, they set

Fig. 11: The Stour at Sudbury Basin and the Quay

Theatre, formerly a warehouse for goods carried

along the River Stour Navigation.
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about preserving the memory of the river’s navigation in the belief that it represented an important piece
of our industrial heritage.  Over the years various groups had evolved with no wish to see any increase in
the traffic on the river; anglers, for example, and the ever-present riparian landowners  These bodies were
successfully confronted and in 1963 the local Action Committee recommended that the Navigation
should come under the auspices of the National Trust.  However, it was not long after this
recommendation that the River Stour Trust Ltd. was set up as a registered charity to oversee the
Navigation. Before long, the Trust was called into action to face a new menace to the Navigation. The
Anglian Water Authority, to some astonishment, included in its preliminary Bill a clause that allowed it to
extinguish any navigation rights at its discretion.
This audacious move had long-term implications for
the Navigation that were potentially disastrous.  The
Trust petitioned the House of Lords jointly with the
Inland Waterways Association to have the offending
clause struck out. The Trust’s representative, Francis
Batten, stood in the House provided a pivotal
moment in the history of the Navigation: when
asked who would have the power to remove the
clause, he is said to have replied ‘You, my Lords’.
This was a triumphant response and the clause was
removed by order.  The River Stour Navigation – and
navigable waterways in general – owe a debt of
gratitude to the Trust for the protection of
navigation rights. The Trust has been responsible for
significant restoration of the Navigation, effective
even today. In the words of the late John Marriage:
‘Since the Trust was formed, the local perception of
conservation, industrial archaeology, water
recreation and navigation has changed and now

Fig. 12: The quays at Mistley and Manningtree: The seaward end of the River Stour Navigation.

Fig. 13: A lock on the River Stour Navigation after the

navigation fell out of use and prior to the formation

of the River Stour Trust.



largely accords with that of the Trust. Whilst there is still some last-ditch opposition to its views, much of
this sea change is due to continuous efforts by the Trust and the enthusiasm of its members. A feasibility
study recently commissioned by the Trust and the Environment Agency indicates that there is no technical
reason why full navigation should not be restored along the entire river from Sudbury to the sea’….
Restoration work began in 1977 on a Stour Lighter, and The Trust has been credited with the restoration
of locks at Flatford and Dedham. The United States Air Force has assisted with the dredging and general
restoration of the river at the head of the navigation by the Old Quay Basin and Granary, Sudbury. Private
sector funding and assistance from the National Lottery via the Millennium Commission contributed to
the opening of a new lock system at Great Cornard, augmenting  the large stretches of the river that are
now restored to navigation. The River Stour Trust continues to this day to bring the story of the River
Stour Navigation to visitors, schools and anyone with an interest in our industrial heritage. Also now
completed is the visitor centre at Sudbury and the formation of an archive there is underway. This will
hold the Trust’s records and artefacts and should further ensure that this important development is
remembered in the future. During the summer, various guided trips along the river are available, so
members of the public can steep themselves in the history of one of Britain’s most interesting, beautiful
and tranquil waterway.
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Fig. 14: The reconstructed lock at Gt. Cornard: a modern pound lock with the traditional River Stour lock lintel sin

place.
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The Navigation in context

Many rivers in the east of England have been formally converted into navigations in the past, and it is
perhaps now useful to view the River Stour Navigation in context with some of the other major river
schemes of the Eastern Counties and into London itself. One thing that should become apparent from
this brief survey of surrounding navigations is that whilst many similarities in economic, social and physical
terms may be drawn, each of these river navigations maintains its own unique industrial history that in
each case makes them worthy of study. 

As we look to the north, the next river on the east coast of England from the Essex and Suffolk Stour is
the Orwell. The estuary of the Rivers Stour and Orwell divides into two separate rivers at Shotley Point;
the River Stour’s tidal estuary joins the inland navigation at Manningtree and Mistley, and the River
Orwell’s tidal reach branches away up to Ipswich in Suffolk. This is the point at which the Orwell becomes
the River Gipping, and the section that runs from Ipswich through to Stowmarket was, during the 18th
century (and quite possibly earlier) seen as having the potential for conversion into an inland navigation.
In 1790 a Bill was proposed for the construction of the Ipswich and Stowmarket Navigation, but delays
caused by legal arguments were not resolved until 1793. But a second Bill was more successful.  The
initial work commenced under the direction of John Rennie, with day-to-day control under the
supervision of Richard Coates. This was the same team who at about the same time worked on the
Chelmer and Blackwater Navigation. The methods they adopted for the construction of the navigations
was, therefore, very similar; and by 1794 between two and four barges were regularly working along the
waterway. The new navigation developed in a similar way to the Stour to the south and the trustees
seemed to be optimistic until the Eastern Union Railway published plans to build a line from Ipswich to
Stowmarket. The Ipswich and Stowmarket trustees approached the railway company offering to lease the
navigation to them in a manner somewhat similar to that of their counterparts at the Stour Navigation.
This was actually not possible due to a provision in the Act of Parliament prohibiting the trustees leasing
the navigation. When this problem was realised, however, it was eventually resolved and the Ipswich and
Stowmarket Navigation was then leased to the railway company, with the condition that they would be
responsible for its maintenance and upkeep. But the navigation was re-acquired in 1888 by its trustees
however, in a considerably run-down state. Soon the waterway was back in service and continued to
carry commercial cargoes right through until 1917. After this time the waterway had more or less fallen
into disuse, and in 1922 it was proposed to close it to commercial traffic. The powers of the trustees were
eventually revoked by 1930, and the Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries re-affirmed this measure in
1932. The Ipswich and Stowmarket Navigation was finally wound up in 1934. Here is where some
interesting comparisons are to be made here with the River Stour Navigation. The immediate negotiation
with the railway company upon the announcement of plans to build a line between Stowmarket and
Ipswich echoes the decision by the proprietors of the River Stour Navigation to approach the Eastern
Counties Railway after the proposals to build the Stour Valley Line were announced. Similarities can also
be observed with regard to the duration of the commercial ‘life’ of the Ipswich and Stowmarket
Navigation and the Stour, although a different state of affairs existed on the former navigation during the
years of its lease to the railway company.  And the fact that neither waterway was trading commercially
beyond the early part of the 20th century, along with their respective relationships with railway



THE  S TOUR  NAV IGAT ION  COMPEND IUM

32

companies in their locality is noteworthy, even though other factors clearly affected each navigation
independently.

Slightly further north along the Suffolk coast the River Blyth, through Halesworth to the tidal estuary
between Walberswick and Southwold, was seen to be worthy of conversion to formal navigation. After
the initial construction of four locks very similar to those used on the River Stour, the Blyth was used by
barges from 1760. But the Blyth (or Halesworth Navigation as it was also known) never had to contend
with competition for goods carriage from a railway line, in fact after the arrival of the railway at
Halesworth, the navigation provided a useful link to Southwold and the coast. The main drawback for
this waterway was the constant silting up of the river around the tidal estuary. The coal trade had grown
substantially for the navigation from the start, but by 1840 the Southwold end of the navigation was
more or less completely silted up. Despite being eventually cleared, trade on the river went into decline
during the second half of the 19th century; by 1884 abandonment was seen as inevitable.  Sometime
after the board of trade were informed officially of the situation, however, one Wherry is said to have
made use of the navigation regularly up to 1911. The navigation came to an end officially in 1934 under
the Land Drainage Act of 1930.

Consideration of the river navigations further north into Norfolk such as the Rivers Waveney and Yare
offers less direct comparisons. Although in some respects there are similarities here with the River Stour
Navigation, the network of inter-connected navigation works that have come to make up the area we
know today as the Norfolk Broads are an area simply best examined in their own right. As a result of the
very individual character of the evolution and development of the Broadland Waterways, there is clearly
less to gain in making comparisons here as we would simply not be comparing like-for-like. This
observation could be made about the Fenland navigations to the west, as the need to drain the
surrounding farmland was one of the main factors that brought about the engineering works which
converted many of the existing rivers to navigable waterways. Thus the evolution and development of
these navigations have an additional influence that sets them quite apart from their counterparts to the
north, east and south as discussed elsewhere in this chapter. An exception could be made with the Great
Ouse, however, as although its development, along with its many adjoining waterways, as a river
navigation is closely linked with land drainage, it has some interesting aspects which may be compared
with the Stour Navigation. Like the Stour, the Great Ouse has seen changes to its size and course long
before the engineers of the 17th century set to work and, in common with other rivers in the Eastern
Counties, it was probably used for navigation since pre-historic times. It was evident to all by the
beginning of the 17th century that serious action was needed to prevent further flooding within the Fens,
and so an Act was passed to allow work to begin to recover many lost acres of land. The Great Ouse was
navigable at this time as far as Huntingdon, and was used for the export of agricultural produce. It
seemed perfectly logical, therefore, whilst the drainage works were underway, to extend the existing
navigation as far as Bedford. Sometime before meeting with the Mayor of Sudbury to discuss making the
River Stour navigable, Arnold Spenser and his partner Thomas Girton were already formulating plans to
extend the Great Ouse Navigation as far as possible. They oversaw the construction of further sluices and
general navigation improvements but in the coming years they did not reach the ultimate goal of
connecting with Bedford. After the outbreak of the English Civil War the navigation works fell into
decline and it was not until 1689 that the navigation was finally completed up to Bedford. The next
concern to become apparent on the river was the familiar problem of disputes with mill owners and
landowners. This, then, was surely a factor that all river navigations would at some point have to cope
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with, and the Great Ouse was no exception. Yet in spite of these difficulties further development of the
navigation was underway.  Acts of Parliament during the years 1751, 1795-6, 1805, 1816, 1818-19,
1827 and 1830 paved the way for such continued progress. Thus by the beginning of the 19th century
the Great Ouse was a commercially successful inland navigation, with a well-maintained infrastructure
and busy traffic in a number of cargos. Successful trading was to continue for a number of years and this
created a confidence in the navigation as being viable in the long term. This confidence was enhanced by
the fact that receipts had for some time risen steadily, and was amply demonstrated on the Cam
navigation where a ‘State Barge’ was constructed. Apart from one day of the year when it was used to
assist the Conservators to survey the navigation, the barge spent the rest of its time in a specially
constructed dock and boathouse where an employee kept it maintained in good order. Also, a
banqueting Hall was constructed from the navigation profits and similarly used only on special occasions.
This sort of extravagance did not actually take place on the Great Ouse itself (or on the River Stour), but it
clearly shows the level of confidence that the proprietors had in their waterways at this time.

By the mid-19th  century, however, the Great Ouse Navigation started to feel the effects of competition.
In this context it was not the new railways, as was the case with the Stour, but from a rival waterway. The
Grand Junction Canal was opened by 1805 and passed close by areas that had thus far been part of the
Great Ouse Navigation’s catchment area. A worsening of the relationship between the proprietors and
the merchants of Bedford did nothing to help matters and a decline in trade soon followed. One solution
to trading difficulties was the possibility of linking the Great Ouse Navigation to the Grand Junction
Canal, but such a scheme was estimated to be far too expensive. Other schemes were proposed, and had
some of these proposals been realised then it is entirely possible that an Eastern Counties network of
navigable waterways could have linked the Stour, the Great Ouse and other river navigations in the region
together forming a far more complex and accessible waterway network within East Anglia. Already trying
to compete with the Grand Junction Canal and with none of these proposed schemes to link the river
navigations being completed, the Great Ouse Navigation was in no condition to take on further
competition for goods trade from the expanding rail network; and so from the mid-19th century, the
familiar pattern of lowering of tolls and declining profits set in.  The Great Ouse therefore began to be
seen by its shareholders and the local authorities whose jurisdiction it passed through as being
increasingly redundant.  Whilst the navigation had a more consistent tow path than that of the River
Stour, it still required tow horses to jump fences thus making journey times slow by comparison to other
newer modes of transport. With shareholdings now passing to individuals rather than to groups, the
navigation continued into the 20th century in decline as far as commercial traffic. It did, however, witness
an increase in use by pleasure craft. And today the Great Ouse is essentially a pleasure navigation, with
restored locks, a healthy interest in its industrial heritage and an essential role in the drainage of
surrounding agricultural land.

Looking to the south of the Essex and Suffolk River Stour, the River Colne in its tidal reaches has also been
accessed by trading vessels from early times. By 1698 the reach from Wivenhoe to Colchester and The
Hythe Quay was formally made navigable although this was effectively just a short extension to the
already accessible tidal zone of the lower part of the river.    

With a growing demand for goods in London, development of several of the smaller tributaries of the
Thames was undertaken, including the Roding Navigation. This was the most westerly of the Essex rivers
entering the Thames. The Roding or ‘Rodon’ Creek, as it was formerly known, was navigable for much of
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the 17th century as a tidal waterway as far as Barking and in 1736 navigation was extended to Ilford
Bridge. The Roding Navigation (unlike the River Stour) was also commercially active well into the 20th
century. A similar navigable tributary joining the Thames is the Mardyke Canal running from Bulphan Fen,
North of Grays, to Purfleet. The Mardyke was used as a commercial waterway, although it was never
officially converted into a navigation as such.

The Stour Navigation’s neighbour in Essex - the Chelmer and Blackwater Navigation running from the
County Town of Chelmsford to the Blackwater Estuary, has several features in common with the Stour
Navigation as well as some important differences. Proposals to convert the Chelmer into a navigable
waterway as far as the River Blackwater and the sea were considered during the 17th century. After an
Act of Parliament was passed, the necessary funds could not be raised for an extended period. Once
again, many of the objections to the proposals were raised by mill owners who in common with their
counterparts on along the Lea and Stour, saw a threat to their operations and livelihoods. Some
objections were raised by people of the town of Maldon who foresaw a loss of port dues. But by the end
of the 18th century, however, a further Act of Parliament signalled the start of construction work along
the navigation and the organisation of a company to run it. The navigation was open for trade along its
entire fourteen mile length by 1797. The principle cargo for the navigation was coal to Chelmsford at
first, but soon sawmills, stone masons, lime kilns and iron works joined the coal merchants at the town’s
wharves. In this way the early part of the 18th century saw a healthy trade along the Chelmer Navigation
in a manner similar to the River Stour Navigation. A far more diverse list of cargoes began to be carried
but a gradual decline in business is recorded form the mid-19th century after the construction of the
Eastern Counties Railway from Colchester to London. The establishment of the first inland gasworks in
Britain near the head of the navigation shortly after its opening, however, ensured that the carriage of
coal would continue for decades to come. An efficient well-maintained towpath aided the movement of
lighters along the waterway in the early years of its trading history, until powered vessels became more
common on the waterways. Surprisingly, horse-drawn lighters were in use again during the 1950’s,
replacing a small fleet of motorised timber lighters. It was during the 1960’s that significant
improvements were made to the sea-lock at Heybridge Basin. This allowed the larger coastal trading
vessels to enter and discharge their cargoes more efficiently onto the navigation’s now motorised lighters.
Remarkably, timber continued to be carried along the Chelmer and Blackwater Navigation up until 1972.
But after the final cargo of timber was unloaded at Springfield Basin, the area at the head of the
navigation fell into disuse. With the prospect of the basin and locks being dismantled or filled in, the
Inland Waterways Association were at the forefront of a campaign to restore and preserve the navigation,
and these objectives have now been achieved.  

The River Lea between Hertford to its junction with the River Thames in London has a long history of use
for transport of people and cargo; it was reputed to be the chosen route of Viking invaders to navigate
inland, wreaking havoc as far as Hertford. Engineering work to the river is recorded to have taken place
as far back as the 14th century. During the 15th century an Act of Parliament was passed to provide for
further improvements. Some comparisons with the River Stour can also be made for this period: it was at
this time that a board of commissioners were established to administer the navigation. And of course
with the construction of new locks came discontent from mill owners who, as always, perceived a threat
to their livelihood. Grain for the bread making and brewing industries was the main cargo on the river at
this time, and any lingering disputes regarding improvements to the navigation were resolved in its favour
in the high court at the end of the 16th century.



In common with the Stour, the Lea Navigation prospered throughout the 18th century, but after this their
fortunes would differ significantly. The River Lea Navigation subsequently began to enjoy a period of
increasing use and development during the 19th century. After a programme of major improvements,
including new locks and an Act of Parliament to authorise the addition of new sections, this was a time
of investment and development of trade despite competition from the railways, and the navigation
continued to flourish. The process of demand and supply, as well as the simple fact of the location of the
Lea Navigation between the county town of Hertford and central London, can be seen as major factors in
its continued success as an inland navigation. In addition to this, and just as important, was the continual
drive of the company management to see through improvements and maintain the waterway in to a high
standard; and the increased income that resulted from this strategy was of benefit to the navigation itself
as well as to the shareholders. And so by the beginning of the 20th century, any similarities with the River
Stour Navigation were diminished. The River Lea Navigation was by this time very much a busy industrial
canal rather than rural river navigation. At the end of the First World War the navigation was enlarged
and improved even further, and similar programmes of maintenance and improvement were
commissioned well into the 1930’s. In this way the River Lea Navigation’s future was ensured far beyond
that of so many another trading waterways in England. The River Lea Navigation in fact continued to be
used commercially well into the 1960’s. In spite of a serious pollution problem associated with its
proximity to the many manufacturing sites that it served during the late nineteenth and early 20th
century, in more recent decades it has become popular with leisure boat owners- indeed much of its use
is now recreational. The River Lea is still a busy waterway, and here, once again, we can make some
comparisons with the River Stour Navigation. Both navigations have now seen the passing of the days of
commercial trade, but have a new and secure future as managed recreational waterways and well-
preserved examples of our industrial heritage. 
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