
INVESTIGATING THE HISTORY OF THE BROOK 2008 

When we first wrote about the Wivenhoe Brook in the spring of 2007 we thought that the 
Chapman and André Map of 1777, which shows one main Brook running all the way up 
through the town on the parish boundary between Wivenhoe and Elmstead Market, and 
then hooking left in the vicinity of Colchester Road, before it runs into Elmstead Market, 
must be correct. However further investigations suggested that the Chapman and André 
map is incorrect. If we look at subsequent Ordnance Survey maps, following the rather 
unclear 1800 OS map, two brooks are shown in the vicinity of Wivenhoe, to the west of 
Tenpenny Brook which flows down west of Elmstead to the Thorrington Tide Mill (marked 
in blue):


a) a shorter brook (marked in red) which can be traced backward from its outlet into the 
marshes of the Colne, via Brook Street, under Queens Road, towards Rectory Hill, 
then up to the east of the Cross and Flag, as far as Elmstead Road where it takes a 
sharp right turn and crosses under the road, into Wivenhoe Heath, where it comes to 
an abrupt stop at a point which we believe must be its source.


b) a second brook (marked in maroon) which can be traced back from its outlet at 
Alresford Creek, which does run up towards Elmstead Market to the east of the then 
Villa (Sunnymead) Farm and Keelar’s farm and then hooks left towards the old Brick 
and Tyle (sic) farm. It is almost as though the top half of the Wivenhoe Brook shown 
on the flawed Chapman and André map really belongs to the course of the Alresford 
Brook, which is known locally as Sixpenny Brook.


    

We wondered if Chapman and André Had mistaken the course of the Brook (although you 
would have thought that as experienced map-makers, they would have walked the route) 
because they assumed that the Brook followed the course of the parish boundary 
between Wivenhoe and Elmstead Market, not realising that it diverged to the north west 
at a certain point. We also considered the possibility that there might have been another 
brick works in Wivenhoe other than that marked on the Colchester Road leading into 
Elmstead Market, which might have compounded their mistake. Sure enough we found 



another brick farm clearly marked on one of the old tithe maps for Wivenhoe in the region 
of what is now Turner Close. Further investigation revealed that this was still being 
worked in the nineteenth century by Samuel Went (1827-1877) who appeared in the 1861 
Census as a ‘Brickmaker employing 6 men and 3 boys’ at the ‘Back Road’, and bricks 
have been found in the area bearing the ‘Went’ imprint.


In an effort to dispel various myths about the Brook (1) we carried out an extensive 
examination of old maps and deeds at the Essex Record Office from the seventeenth 
century onward to try to verify the true course and source of the Brook. Many local people 
we spoke to seemed to believe that the Brook actually arose from springs in the vicinity of 
Chamberlain’s Pond which lies just off Rectory Hill on the northern side of the road. We 
contacted Olive Whaley, 
author of ‘The Day Before 
Yesterday’, who said that 
she and her husband 
could remember this 
being dug by Mr 
Chamberlain himself and 
a Mr Dally with shovels 
and wheelbarrows. Mr 
Whaley remembered that 
Mr Chamberlain had 
some rather expensive 
goldfish, which somehow 
escaped from the pond 
and were either caught 
along the length of the 
Brook or landed out in the 
river through the pipe 
where the brook entered the dock. We walked up to Rectory Hill and took some pictures 
of the pond (see above) which contains a considerable amount of water. We followed its 
course under Rectory Hill and through via a culvert into the relatively new Littlefields 
Estate (see below right) where it forms an extensive water feature with ducks. At the far 
end of the lake at Littlefields, another culvert can be seen bearing the water away towards 
the Dene Park estate.


 

In ‘The Day Before 
Yesterday’ Mrs Whaley 
had also referred to the a 
medical survey carried out 
on the Brook in the late 
eighteen sixties which 
examined the course of 
the Brook from Mr Went’s 
brickfields to its outlet at 
Ballast Quay. We followed 
this up and eventually 
obtained a copy of the 
vestry minutes dated 20 
March 1866 in which Mr 
Squire, the surgeon 



complained of the existence of diarrhoea to a very considerable extent which had made 
its appearance in the village during the proceeding week (2) 


Apparently this had been caused by people living alongside the Brook polluting the water 
of the Brook running from Bobbits Hole to the river near Ballast Quay by ‘allowing privy 
muck and other offensive matter to run into the same’. It was therefore resolved that a 
committee be formed to inspect the Brook and report to the Easter meeting on who the 
parties were who were polluting the stream with a view to some remedy being adopted. 
At the Easter Meeting on 29 March 1866 the Committee reported back on the alleged 
pollution of the stream or Brook running from Bobbits Hole to the River Colne near Ballast 
Quay. Frustratingly the doctor who wrote to the parish about the report referred to a rough 
map on the back of his letter showing the course of the Brook and the properties 
alongside but unfortunately this had not been copied into the records and the original has 
been discarded.


The really interesting thing about this report is its reference to the course of the Brook. 
When we first started looking at this we had been distracted by Nick Butler’s assertion (3) 
that the Brook ‘once carried ships up to the quay, where sand and gravel were loaded as 
ballast in lieu of the heavy stabilising cargoes they discharged at the Colne ports’. We 
spent some time trying to verify this but it just did not seem to be possible. However John 
Stewart reminded us that the original Ballast Quay (4) was situated on the river bank not 
far from the new sailing club and barges used to tie up there. What we now think more 
likely is that the sand and ballast were brought down from the gravel pits near Ballast 
Quay House via Anglesea Road to the waiting vessels at Ballast Quay.




As new Ordnance Survey maps were produced the course of the Brook became more 
unclear, since as the years went by and most particularly following the extensive building 
of the Valley Road and Dene Farm estates in the nineteen sixties and onward, most of the 
Brook was culverted underground. Traces could still be found and its course in the lower 
end of the village before it drains away into the marshes are still reasonably clear. We 
know for instance that it runs under a hatch in the driveways of No 36/38 Valley Road, 
and under the garden of at least one house in Sanford Close (No 9) before emerging to 
run alongside the Pump House on Queens Road (5), under the low bridge in the dip of 
Queens Road, alongside the side boundary of No 56 Queens Road, then through Ken 
Metcalfe’s property on Philip Road, under the railway line and alongside the Wivenhoe 
Business Centre, before it emerges in Brook Street and Walter Radcliffe Way and is then 
piped off into the marshes.


The best map for tracing the course of the Brook proved to be the 1923 Ordnance Survey 
map where the countryside is still relatively open and the Brook is clearly marked for the 
full length of its course. On this map the source of the Brook is clearly shown on 
Wivenhoe Heath. It crossed the Elmstead Road and after making a sharp south in the 
vicinity of Broadfields, flows in a south-easterly direction a good way to the east of the 
Flag and the Cross, on its journey down towards Rectory Road and what is now 
Chamberlain’s Pond, proving that this was not the source but more of a modern hiccup 
on the Brook’s journey south.


In a brain-storming session one Saturday in January we also noted a feature on an old 
mid-nineteenth century map (ERO D/DU/225/10 - circa 1811 – 1865) of the Wivenhoe 
House estate (6) owned by William Brummell which showed a curious large water feature 
which very much looked like it had been created by engineering the Brook, as it ran 
across the estate, into two large thin lakes with a bridge across the middle. This feature is 
certainly in the right place to be a section of the Brook and it continues on from where the 
Brook is shown on the 1923 map as it runs along at the bottom of the long thin gardens 
belonging to the houses on Bellevue Road, built at the turn of the century.


We feel reasonably happy now that we have unravelled most of this particular mystery. 
Our next exercise is do more research on the Wivenhoe Mills, the earliest of which was 
believed to have been sited on the Brook in the vicinity of Bobbits Hole. We are currently 
looking into this with the help of the Mills Officer at Essex County Council and we will 
write about this on another occasion.

Pat Marsden


Notes 

(1) Most particularly those which refer to it disparagingly as the ‘Town Drain’ or ‘ditch’! 
Interestingly enough the Brook was reclassified as a river by the Environment Agency in 
April 2006.

(2) Vestry minutes of 20 March 1866, ERO

(3) The Story of Wivenhoe, Nicholas Butler, Quentin Press, 1989, ISBN 0 949614 01 X, p7

(4) new highway or footway was made from the Folly via Ballast Quay to the footway 
along the sea-wall by order of Wivenhoe Urban District Council on 9 July 1920

(5) Not forgetting also that in 1901 a 150 foot borehole was dug at the bottom of Queens 
Road which revealed a water supply capable of producing 6,000 gallons per hour.

(6) Where Park Road, Colne Terrace, Dentons Terrace and Queens Road are now sited. 


Pat Marsden


