
Bradwell Quay 
 
Sailing from Bradwell Quay is one of the delights of the East Coast.  With easy access to the 
upper reaches of the river Blackwater as far as historic Maldon, there is ample choice of cruising 
destinations.  West Mersey, Tollesbury and Brightlingsea are all natural harbours with local 
communities who offer a warm welcome to visiting yachts, with facilities for every need.  It is 
quite easy to spend a week or two in the safe haven of the estuary moving from place to place in 
gentle passages of two or three hours, leisurely taking in the atmosphere of the low lying 
panorama. 
 
The peace is easily broken as a short day sail brings Harwich and the Thames with easy reach.  
 
The approach from Ramsgate and the south, crossing the Thames from North foreland is well 
marked and quite straightforward under most conditions.  It’s true, that you would not 
recommend every passage to a stranger in fresh conditions. The short chop in a seaway with 
wind over tide is not to be underestimated, as the currents can run at quite a pace through the 
channels between the sands.  However it’s these very sand banks that give the East Coast its 
special charm. Completing a passage and sailing into the Blackwater via Fisherman’s Gat and 
the Spitway is always tinged with a sense of achievement mixed with pleasure in reaching the 
safety and comfort of the Estuary.              
Coming round the Maplin sands from Southend or Gravesend is even easier. Just get the tide 
working with you, doing any uphill work at the start of your passage and it’s a pleasant day sail. 
Simply stay inside the well marked channel , it shallows within a boats length out of the fairway, 
and its possible to pilot from buoy to buoy.            
 
Cruising down from the north via Harwich is very straightforward.  Allow adequate time from 
Walton Pier (4 to 5 hours depending on boat) and make full use of the tide and the sail through 
the Wallet channel past Clacton is very straightforward. Sheltered from the North Sea by the off 
shore sands of the Gunfleet, this wide channel follows the shoreline all the way into the 
Blackwater. 
 
Tucked just inside the Black water Estuary the creek at Bradwell on Sea offers safe moorings as 
well as access to a well appointed marina.  
 
The Club House for Bradwell Quay Yacht Club is at the top of the slip on your port side once 
you’re safely in the creek.  Having negotiated the entrance and noticed the dept gauge for the 
marina on the entrance marker post you will pass the starboard hand buoy as you traverse across 
the fairway on the leading marks. Keep moving up the creek holding to the deep water of the 
port side of the central trot of moorings. Ahead you will see the remains of the old Quay and the 
port hand marker post for the end of the slip. There are ample moorings further on past the 
marina entrance where you will usually find a vacancy especially further along.  As you 
approach the Marina the deeper water moves across to the other side of the creek just to port of 
the trot of moorings in the lee of the island.  
 
Most boats are lured by the temptations of the Marina, and a very nice place it is too.  
 
Having made yourselves comfortable, don’t forget to take the wiggle wobble walk along the old 
sea wall to Waterside and Bradwell Quay Yacht Club. The walk back can prove to be more of a 
challenge than the arrival. We have lost some very good crew on this trail. So much so that we 
have now had a very nice handrail installed to help the weary Sailor back to his boat.        
Bradwell Quay 
 



History 
 
Boating activities have probably been taking place from Bradwell Quay at the 
Waterside Essex since time began. Certainly there is evidence of a settlement around 
the Waterside area from early Medieval times. It’s known that a small hamlet continued 
around the Waterside into the post medieval period from where there is also evidence 
of a quay for Othona.  St Peters Chapel on the Wall at Bradwell is known to have been 
built in the 7th century on the remains of the Roman Fort of Othona.  This in turn will 
amongst certainly have had a landing place. Apparently a Lime Kiln existed at 
Waterside in ancient times, suggesting that the Romans will have made use of 
Bradwell Creek and Waterside as a natural landing place. Perhaps organising the first 
quay in the shelter of the creek. 
 
Progress was made as time moved on, with it being recorded from as early as the 13th 
century there was a working Quay at Bradwell Waterside. There had evolved quite a 
busy little port with the export of goods and the movement of people.  The working 
quayside together with the Lime Kiln, local Wool trade and Grain stores were the main 
focus for the development of the hamlet at Waterside.  Particularly as the main 
population had by this time begun to move back inland to the village as agriculture 
developed and the wealth centred on the land rather than the sea.  
 

 
 
Whilst the site remained a popular centre for trade it was still quite remote and so made 
an excellent location for free enterprise.  In fact as early a 1360’s local residents were 
accused of smuggling out wool. This occurred even before the concept of customs & 
excise had begun.  Over the centuries Bradwell became notorious for smuggling with 
the Chapel at St Peters and Pewit Island that forms Bradwell Creek, being just two 
places to have been used for hiding contraband.  
 
 
As we know today, Bradwell Waterside is an excellent sheltered location within striking 
distance of the Dutch and Belgium coasts. So it’s not really surprising that the locals 
took the occasional cruise.  



   
Later, the smugglers would of course meet in the Green Man and plan their crossings of 
the North Sea, to Holland, Belgium and beyond. No doubt building up a little courage for 
the trip, so no change there.   
 
A first map of Bradwell Waterside was drawn in August 1774 after a survey by Sam 
Harvey. It seems there was some dispute over the erecting of two large buildings 
(70’x15’approx) some 23 rods from the Water House (now the Green Man)  It looks as 
though they moved onto what was considered waste ground on the approach to the 
Quay. Probably on the edge of the salting as there was no sea wall in those days. There 
are some other buildings shown with yards which could be the site of the sailing centres 
staff accommodation blocks?  There was also a Grannary (17th Century Version) 
belonging to Mr Bull near or on the Quay, a Lime yard where the sailing centre yard now 
stands and another Grannary belonging to Mr Kitcher further up the slope, just the other 
side of the Green Man. A Post Office at Bradwell Quay known to date from the 17th 
century is not shown in the survey map.  
 

 
The parallel lines running down to the waters edge represent a footpath and the ruts of 
the cart wheels as they formed their own road in moving goods to and from the barges 
and other boats.  
An earthworks Wharf was constructed around this time (on the site now occupied by 
Bradwell Quay Yacht Club and the Sailing Centre)  The purpose of the Wharf was to 
cope with the expanding trade, as regular trips were now being made to London with 
Grain, Hay, Wool and other goods. The returning sailing barges bought in mixed 
cargoes included Stone for sea walls and Chalk for the lime kiln.  



 
 
Later, horse manure as muck from London was a profitable return cargo, being brought 
back for fertiliser. An early form of recycling for the hay perhaps! 
 
The historic Barges, which we still see sailing on the Blackwater and Thames Estuary’s 
where regular visitors to the Bradwell Creek taking and off loading cargo at the Quay 
and Wharf.  As the trade and settlement grew in tandem a shop appeared in the 1800’s 
as an expansion of the post office. With a Methodist Chapel being amongst further 
additions in the 1860s.   
 
A coastguard station has a long history at Bradwell, perhaps something to do with its 
reputation for smugglers. The records suggest a station was established at Bradwell 
Waterside from the early 1800‘s. The first building was set up at the Wharf were it is 
shown in a print of 1857, but appears to have been removed shortly afterwards. 
Apparently they vacated because of its unsanitary conditions?   
 
Subsequently the row of coastguard cottages where erected on the edge of the salting.  
However sometime late in the 18 or early 19 hundreds a new block of coastguard 
houses were built on the top road. In addition to being more spacious with a dedicated 
office, this also had the advantage of moving away from the salting on the edge of the 
creek.  The old cottages are now enclosed by sea walls that protected them from the 
creek and the comings and going of the tides. You get a very good view of these as you 
negotiate the Wibbly Wobbly Walk on the top of the (old) sea wall between the Marina 
and Bradwell Quay Yacht Club at Waterside.  
 
 
As we know the coast guard station is now situated in a very nice purpose built facility at 
the road entrance to Bradwell Marina. Ca 1980s 
 
The Bradwell Sailing Centre and Bradwell Quay Yacht Club occupy part of the site of 
the old Wharf with a second (new sea) wall affording protection.  
 
The Quay is still in place and with the slipway is used regularly by leisure sailors and 
fishermen. The sailing centre launch from the new slip and you quite often see 



yachtsmen beaching their boats on the old quay slip to clean the hulls of weed and 
barnacles, a practice that will have been taking place throughout the life of the Quay.   
 
Regrettably we no longer see the Barges visiting Bradwell Waterside.  
The creek is now full of small moorings which would hinder the passage and movement 
of barges today, even with their diesel engines affording an iron topsail.    
 
Unfortunately a combination of neglect, time and tide has seen the erosion of the Quay. 
Since the 1960’s and subsequent to the building on the new slipway in 1957 for the 
Power Station construction the erosion has accelerated so that the Quay is now hardly 
recognisable as such. The timber and spoils structure has deteriorated to a point that is 
its now in danger of disappearing as the Historic focus of Waterside at Bradwell on Sea.    
 
 
Tony Comber 
Member Bradwell Quay Yacht Club  
February 2007 
 
With thanks to Essex Records Office for access to maps, details and pictures. 
  
 
In support of further articles and ongoing research it would be appreciated if you forward 
any photographs of Bradwell Quay at Waterside to tcomber@orbitalgroup.co.uk   
 
Alternatively post to  
 
Tony Comber 
Alder house 
High Road 
Rayleigh  
Essex 
SS6 7SA   
 
Any image that features the Slip and Key area at Waterside would be appreciated.  
Should you want posted images returned please enclose an addressed envelope. We 
will then scan and return at first opportunity.  
   


