
 

  

 

Essex Area Update 
 

Welcome to the June Edition of the Essex Area Update 

Lockdown Thoughts 

 

I suppose I’m lucky. No walking round public parks for me on my daily permitted 

exercise. Instead it’s out of the front door, walk 50 yards down the street, turn 

left and I’m on the Harcamlow Way. Cross the Cam (a trickle in this dry spring) 

and a few hundred yards later I can choose to go left towards Saffron Walden, 

straight ahead for Debden, or right for a circumnavigation of Newport. At this 

time of year, things change almost every day: there are different shades of 

green and fresh blossoms. 

 

Normally, even on a Sunday (if I can avoid the temptation of Sky Sports’ 

Premiership offerings), it would be rare to meet anyone. But now, whatever the 

time or day of the week, I keep meeting people. Some are in family groups, 

others couples or individuals. We always say hello, and sometimes strangers 

stop for an appropriately socially-distanced chat. This is unusual; it’s part of the 

etiquette for walkers to greet each other but we’re British and supposed to be 

reserved. One man insists on telling me about his obviously traumatic recent 

divorce. I listen politely and I’m happy to act as a sort of psychotherapist, but 

there’s part of me that’s a bit embarrassed. I guess he’s lonely and maybe I’m 

the only person he has spoken to in days. 

 

Hardly anyone I meet is what we ramblers would regard as properly shod; most 

are wearing trainers or less solid footwear, and I wonder how they would have 

got on if lockdown had happened a month earlier when the mud was ankle-



deep. And I notice that a lot of them go off-piste on field edges and woodland, 

rather than the plentiful official footpaths. I suspect they don’t know any better. 

 

There is also the occasional cyclist. Although strictly speaking this is a footpath 

forbidden to bikes, I’m not inclined to be pompous. The path is wide, the cyclists 

are considerate, and people need to get out and stay sane. A much bigger 

nuisance is the walkers blindly glued to their phones: why are they out in the 

countryside if they never look at it or listen to the birdsong? 

 

All this walking is good to see, but what will happen when normal life resumes? 

Will people’s exercise regimes continue? It would be nice to think so. Somehow 

though I doubt it, but there’s a recruitment opportunity for the Ramblers if we 

can find a way to exploit it. Does anyone out there have any ideas about how 

we can do so? 

 

Finally, a bit of literary criticism. Early in lockdown I came across a small patch 

(not a host) of golden-ish daffodils. As a child brought up on the southern 

fringes of the Lake District (I’m an economic migrant), I was force-fed the works 

of that great walker William Wordsworth from the age of eight to A-Level, so of 

course his best-known poem came to mind – you know the one: “I wandered 

lonely as a cloud...”. If you think about it, this is nonsense: clouds are not lonely, 

they do not self-isolate, they gather together gregariously and particularly in the 

Lakes, deposit large amounts of water. Generations of children have been 

misled by this simile and English teachers should apologise. 

 

If you have any thoughts on lockdown (or anything else for that matter) for 

publication in Essex Area Update or South East Walker, please get in touch 

with me on michael.cannell@btinternet.com. We are always looking for new 

contributors and fresh copy. 

 

Mike Cannell, Essex Area Media Officer 

 

mailto:michael.cannell@btinternet.com


A new Handbook for Footpath Secretaries 

 

We all enjoy walking through the countryside on wide, clear and dry footpaths. 

We are pleased when we see a signpost or waymark when we are not sure 

where we are. We are upset when we are confronted with an overgrown, 

muddy path or a difficult stile to climb. If we wondered to whom we should turn 

to get the last problem solved, we would find it was the person who had got the 

first two jobs done. That’s the Group Footpath Secretary, an unsung hero of all 

walkers.  

  

But it has proved hard to recruit these heroes. At a recent count there were four 

vacancies in Essex. With 15 geographical groups in the county, that’s a high 

percentage. Why has recruitment proved so difficult? The main reason, it 

seems, is that potential recruits are intimidated by the apparent demands of the 

role and the lack of available sources of help. Yet the information is out there. It 

was just a question of putting it together. 

  

A guide or handbook seemed the obvious solution, and has now been 

produced. It can be found on the Essex Area website: on the Home Page, go to 

“Footpath Matters” and click on “Footpath Secretaries” at the foot of the 

dropdown menu. 

  

Alan Goffee, co-author of the Handbook and now acting Area Footpath 

Secretary, says: “I have been a Group Footpath Secretary for 15 years and 

have had to learn as I have gone along. If I had had known about the 

information we have made available in our Handbook from the beginning, life 

would have been a lot easier. There’s a lot of good helpful material on the 

Ramblers’ national website but, to be critical, they don’t make it easy to find. 

And people need help in dealing with the County Council.” 

  

What does our Handbook contain? Its section headings cover the role and 

responsibilities of group footpath secretaries, identifying footpath problems, 



sources of advice and guidance, working with Essex Highways, and finally 

information about Assemble, the Ramblers’ new volunteer website which is in 

the process of being developed. There is a final section with case studies, and 

because the Handbook is web-based, it will be easy to amend as things 

develop. 

  

The Handbook enables users to click on useful sources of advice, eliminating 

irritating web searches, and makes clear that the introduction of Parish Path 

Adopters will mean a major reduction in work for Group Footpath Secretaries 

who will only be involved in picking up major issues that cannot be resolved 

through Essex County Council’s Fault Reporting System. 

We hope that all this will mean that many more members will now feel able to 

put themselves forward as Group Footpath Secretaries. And, indeed, as Area 

Footpath Secretary given that  Alan Goffee is only doing the job until a 

replacement can be found. 

  

Finally, help with the Handbook was provided by Rebecca Dawson of 

Hertfordshire and North Middlesex Ramblers, to whom many thanks. 

  

Mike Cannell, Area Media Officer 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Update for Ramblers Volunteers 

   

View this email in your browser 

  

   

This email has been sent to all volunteers 
 
We are reviewing our guidance regularly in response to the latest government advice. Our 
priority is to protect the health of members, volunteers and staff and help to suppress the 
spread of the COVID-19 virus. So, I want to update you on what the Ramblers is doing and 
what we need you to do.  
 
Our position following latest government advice  
 
All Ramblers Group walks and activities remain suspended until further notice. 
 
This includes led Group walks, Walking for Health schemes, all face-to-face training and 
meetings, path maintenance working groups, path warden and path adoption 
schemes, coach trips, holidays and group social events.  
 
Although there are some changes to government guidance, the lockdown is still in force 
across the UK  and the advice  continues to be  to stay at home as much as possible. If you 
or anyone in your household has Coronavirus symptoms, you should continue to self-
isolate. If you are clinically vulnerable (i.e. over 70 or with a listed underlying health 
condition) you are advised to take particular care to minimise contact with others outside 
your household. 
 
Cancelling led walks  
 
If you have not done so already, please make sure that all your led walks are cancelled until 
at least the end of June 2020.    
 

https://mailchi.mp/3d4343924363/covid-19-volunteers-may-12-20?e=e4578d7e94
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/staying-alert-and-safe-social-distancing/staying-alert-and-safe-social-distancing
https://www.ramblers.org.uk/


 
 
To make this easier we are going to run an automated process tomorrow to add the word 
‘Cancelled’ to the title of all led walks happening in June, similar to the update we did a few 
weeks ago for dates in April/May. The changes in Group Walks and Events Manager 
(GWEM) will also feed into and update the Ramblers app.  
 
Individual volunteering  
 
We are reviewing our position on individual volunteering activities and will provide a 
further update as soon as possible, once we have reflected on additional guidance due 
from the government. Our current position is all Ramblers activities that take place in 
groups or outside the home are suspended until further notice.  
 
Updates  
 
All our updates will be added to the website on www.ramblers.org.uk/coronavirus    
 
We will provide regular updates on the way the governments in Scotland, Wales and 
England are managing the pandemic, as well as the Ramblers response to COVID-19 
and responsible walking.  
 
You can also find more information on walking responsibly, as well as ideas to help stay 
active locally via our #RoamSweetHome campaign. 
 
Questions  
 
If you have any questions, please get in touch via coronavirus@ramblers.zendesk.com and 
we will aim to get back to you as soon as possible.    
 
Thank you for your understanding and support, this is an unusual time for us all.  
 
Best wishes and thank you,   
 
Rachael Bayley 
Director of operations and volunteering  
  

  

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.ramblers.org.uk/volunteer-zone/coronavirus.aspx
https://www.ramblers.org.uk/go-walking/roam-sweet-home.aspx
mailto:coronavirus@ramblers.zendesk.com


 

 

Assemble, The new Website for Volunteers 

 

This is the newest attempt by the Ramblers to give Volunteers access to the 

information they would like as they would like it. 

  

The fully operational version of this is, as you make expect at this time, been 

delayed but it is possible to see what it is trying to achieve.Please log in and 

have a look its easier than the website and more useful. 

  

Alan Goffee   

  
 

View this email in your browser 

   

   

Hello  
 
As you may have heard through the volunteer newsletters, we’re in the process of introducing 
a new website called Assemble, which will improve our support for volunteers like you. 
 
Assemble will make it easier for you to connect with other volunteers, find resources, read the 
latest volunteering news and update your own details. You'll also be able to see which 
volunteers we have listed in your Group and let us know where the information needs 
updating. If you're a group chair or secretary and had missed the previous email, don't worry - 
just email any updates to us when you get a chance: 
volunteersupport@ramblers.zendesk.com. 
 
While we’re not able to get outside and carry on with other Ramblers’ activities at the 
moment, it’s a good time to get volunteers in your Group logged into Assemble for the first 
time. But we know that everyone has different pressures at the moment, so please don't 

https://mailchi.mp/d0d25b4d287f/assemble-all-volunteers-apr-103427?e=e4578d7e94
mailto:volunteersupport@ramblers.zendesk.com
https://ramblers.us14.list-manage.com/track/click?u=4bb677c518fc1dedbd8910ccd&id=05e9e7ebb5&e=e4578d7e94


worry if you don't get a chance to log in. 
 
Please get involved by:  

• First, reading our Quick Guide to Assemble 
• Then logging in to Assemble  
• Taking a look around the site 
• Checking your details.  

  

   
Log in to Assemble and check your details  

  
   
What is Assemble? 
 
It’s a website, only for Ramblers volunteers, that will be your one-stop-shop for everything you 
need in your volunteer role. Through Assemble you’ll be able to connect with other 
volunteers, find resources, read the latest volunteering news and manage your own details.  
 
What do we need you to do? 
 
Log in to Assemble and have a look around. Take a look at your own details and let us know if 
any information needs updating. 
  
Please send any changes to volunteersupport@ramblers.zendesk.com.  
  
What we mean by volunteers 
 
Anyone on a Group/Area committee, as well as walk leaders, web page editors, GWEM 
contributors, path maintenance volunteers, footpath wardens etc. 
   
Is support still available over the phone? 
 
Definitely. Assemble is an extra tool for people who want to use their smartphone, tablet or 
computer. But if you prefer to speak to staff for everything, nothing’s changing and you’re very 
welcome to ring for support. 
 
How do I get more help or information? 
 
If you’ve problems getting logged on for the first time and the Quick Guide to Assemble 
doesn’t help, just let us know by emailing volunteersupport@ramblers.zendesk.com. 
 
Remember, if you haven’t got the Ramblers App or used the Pathwatch Dashboard or Insight 
Hub yet, you’ll need to sign up first. We hope this is quite straightforward, but if you need 
support we've created a simple guide here. 
 
If you have any questions, or just want someone to help you get on for the first time, please 
contact volunteersupport@ramblers.zendesk.com. 

https://ramblers.us14.list-manage.com/track/click?u=4bb677c518fc1dedbd8910ccd&id=36e9d3ea01&e=e4578d7e94
https://ramblers.us14.list-manage.com/track/click?u=4bb677c518fc1dedbd8910ccd&id=f5da41d882&e=e4578d7e94
https://ramblers.us14.list-manage.com/track/click?u=4bb677c518fc1dedbd8910ccd&id=cecd01f7c9&e=e4578d7e94
https://ramblers.us14.list-manage.com/track/click?u=4bb677c518fc1dedbd8910ccd&id=8fd560ed00&e=e4578d7e94
mailto:volunteersupport@ramblers.zendesk.com?subject=Question%20regarding%20Assemble
https://ramblers.us14.list-manage.com/track/click?u=4bb677c518fc1dedbd8910ccd&id=560ed8d755&e=e4578d7e94
mailto:volunteersupport@ramblers.zendesk.com?subject=A%20question%20regarding%20Assemble
https://ramblers.us14.list-manage.com/track/click?u=4bb677c518fc1dedbd8910ccd&id=20ae395b34&e=e4578d7e94
mailto:volunteersupport@ramblers.zendesk.com?subject=A%20question%20regarding%20Assemble


 
 
Thanks for your ongoing support, 
  
Wendy Halley 
Project manager - volunteer website 
The Ramblers 
  

  
 

 

Essex Man's Revolution 

 

The following article is taken from a blog by Kate Ashbrook, General Secretary 

of the Open Spaces Society and President of the Ramblers. 

 

Ramblers’ campaigner and champion Dennis Nisbet would have been 100 

on 17 April.  He died in 2010 aged 89. 

 

Dennis was familiar with the countryside throughout his life.  He was born in 

Southend, Essex, and had an idyllic childhood.  His widow Joy writes that he 

enjoyed seemingly endless days in the pastures around the River Crouch 

where he would swim and row boats from the family houseboat. 

Similarly, in Shropshire, where his maternal grandmother lived from 1920, he 

spent many happy holidays roaming the hills and dales near her home.  Here 

he developed his lifelong interest in flora and fauna. 



 

Dennis Nisbet, 24th April 1983, the Batch, Shropshire 

 

At school Dennis was bright and matriculated at 15 years with distinction in 

German and credits in English language, English literature, French, history, 

arithmetic, and electricity and magnetism.  At 17 years he secured higher 

school certificate with credit in German, history, English and French.  However, 

university was not considered and he began work in ICI administration in 1937. 

Pacifist 

There followed an unhappy time with the beginning of the war in 1939 as 

Dennis had become a pacifist while still at school, when his ever-lasting interest 



in politics began.  His mother blamed an influential school teacher, Mrs 

Anderson.  Dennis’s attempt to join the forces as a non-combatant in an 

ambulance division failed and he was directed to work firstly in hospital and 

then on the land. 

From 1942 to 1946 Dennis worked for the Berkshire War Agricultural 

Committee, and then for a year for the National Union of Agricultural Workers. 

Then, from 27 January 1947 to 28 January 1981 he was employed by the 

National Coal Board, retiring at the age of 60.  He joined the NCB at the start of 

the big freeze: Joy recalls that all the coal was frozen in the sidings outside the 

mines and that Labour was blamed for the weather. 

Dennis and Joy met at the Hammersmith by-election in 1948, both of them 

having joined the Labour Party in 1945.  They encountered each other again on 

May Day 1949 in Trafalgar Square, became engaged in 1950 and married in 

1951.  Joy was working as a child care officer for the London County 

Council.  They had two sons, Martin and Andrew (who tragically died last year, 

far too young), and Joy now has four grandchildren and two great 

grandchildren. 

Parliament 

Dennis stood unsuccessfully for parliament three times: for the Cities of London 

and Westminster ward in 1953, Paddington North in 1959 and in 1964 

Bedfordshire South where he lost by only 339 votes.   Joy also stood for 

parliament, in 1979 and 1983. 

In the 1980s Dennis was elected a Labour member of Essex County 

Council.  When the election in 1985 produced a hung council Dennis, with his 

Labour and Liberal/Social Democratic Party colleagues, managed to persuade 

the council at last to focus on rights of way and to get tough with path 

blockers—he called this triumph ‘the October Revolution’. 

He was president and chairman of the Ramblers’ Essex Area, and chairman of 

the South-East Essex Group.  South-Eastern Rambler reports that, in autumn 

1985, Dennis had surveyed all the public paths on Canvey Island.  As readers 

of this blog know, I walked with the group around the island last November, and 

there are many paths! 

https://campaignerkate.wordpress.com/2019/11/04/circuit-of-canvey-island/


 

Thorney Bay on Canvey Island 

 

He was at the forefront of the long campaign to create the Hadleigh Castle 

Country Park in south-east Essex.  It was opened in May 1987.  John Rostron 

has posted a photo on a website about Hadleigh country park.  It is captioned: 

Opening of Hadleigh Castle Country Park in 1987.  The Hadleigh Castle 

Country Park was a long time in gestating. Much of the drive for its 

establishment came from Councillor Dennis Nisbet, seen in this image at the 

opening ceremony.  The park was officially opened at this event by Sir Derek 

Barber, chairman of the Countryside Commission.  However, I have shown 

Dennis Nisbet as I consider he was the one worthy of illustration! 

http://www.gps-routes.co.uk/routes/home.nsf/RoutesLinksWalks/hadleigh-country-park-walking-and-cycle-route


 

Dennis at the opening of Hadleigh Castle Country Park, May 1987, photo John 

Rostron 

 

Representing the Ramblers, Dennis fought a path-rationalisation scheme at 

Canewdon in Essex in 1991, and won. 

 

 



Proposed path-rationalisation at Canewdon: A-C to AA-G; B-E to E-L and K-M; 

F-G to F-N; H-J to H-P-J, with extinguishment of O-D.  Map from Open Space, 

spring 1993 

 

He also helped the Ramblers and Open Spaces Society to defeat the 

pernicious Ombersley rationalisation scheme in the former Hereford and 

Worcester, a plan involving the mass diversion of over one hundred paths. 

Dennis’s grandmother died in 1957 aged 93.  He inherited the family house in 

Church Stretton in 1982 from his aunt, and he and Joy moved there in 1992 

after his aunt died. Dennis was elected secretary of Shropshire Ramblers and 

later countryside secretary. 

 

 

The Long Mynd in Shropshire 

He is particularly remembered for the path he claimed to the top of Ragleth Hill, 

then forbidden land (although subsequently it became access land under the 

Countryside and Rights of Way (CROW) Act 2000), and for the Nisbet Way, 

between Church Stretton and Little Stretton.  While a councillor for Church 

Stretton Parish Council Dennis persuaded the council to take over a piece of 

land called Coppice Leasowes, an area to the north of the village containing a 

varied terraine and numerous different habitats. It was designated a local nature 

reserve in 1998. 

 

https://www.churchstretton.co.uk/assets/councildocs/Coppice%20Leasowes%20Leaflet_2.pdf


 

Ragleth Hill from Callow, early morning, October 2009 

 

In 2004, Dennis became the first landowner to dedicate land to public access 

under section 16 of the CROW Act, at Lurkenhope Wood on the Shropshire 

border near Knighton, with spectacular views of the Shropshire Hills. He then 

passed the land to the Shropshire Wildlife Trust.  This generous gift is a fitting 

memorial to Dennis and his work for walkers. 

 

https://www.shropshirewildlifetrust.org.uk/nature-reserves/lurkenhope


 

From left to right: Dennis, Kate Ashbrook and Joy Nisbet, at the launch of 

Church Stretton as a Walkers Are Welcome Town in June 2008. Photo: John 

Corfield 

 

Dennis was immensely hard working and committed to every task he took on—

he wasn’t a quitter.  We are so fortunate that he chose to volunteer for the 

Ramblers and to campaign for paths and access.  He was a member of the 

Ramblers’ national executive committee (now board of trustees) from 1990 to 

1994. 

In the words of Eugene Suggett, senior policy officer at the Ramblers, Dennis 

was ‘a politically-adroit and inspiring campaigner’.  I echo that. 

 

Dennis Nisbet, 17 April 1920 – 16 Jan 2010 

  

 

 



A different view of the Thames  

Feral pigeons fly in small circles over the top of Cliffe Fort the same way they 

used to over the terraced street I grew up in. 

Cliffe Fort, on the south bank of the Thames Estuary, in Kent, is rough; on a 

secluded section of the soon to open 3,000-mile long England Coast Path. It’s 

the sort of place you don’t want to twist your ankle or meet strangers. That 

thought entered my head as I saw two people scavenging on the beach. They 

were like feral dogs looking for a meat steak they could smell but couldn't see.   

By the time I’d got to them they were sitting down in the early March sunshine. 

Taking a lunch after mudlarking. They asked me to join them. I said no at first 

because I wanted to beat the traffic home, but I stood talking instead, and soon 

realised how silly and rude it must have seemed. So I sat and started to unpack 

my lunch. The woman offered me a wet wipe. It was perhaps one of the kindest 

things a stranger has ever done for me. Because we were in the early grip of a 

coronavirus scare and hand cleaners were precious. I didn't have any. I thought 

about that as I wiped my hands and she explained there was a lot of 

contaminants and metals in the mud and water. Then she gave me another 

wipe. 

She told me they came here regular. Looking for bottle tops, fossils and garnet. 

The woman was very knowledgeable. Her husband seemed to speak like he 

was on audio for Wikipedia. He reeled off all the stuff I’d read about the fort the 

day before verbatim, including its guided missile launch and triangular fort 

defence system. 

She spoke in unique song. She told me how the seals barked in the fog from 

the Essex side. How garnet could be seen around the foreshore when the sun 

came out. Like little jewels of damp, dull mauve. 

I asked where the garnet came from and she said they were popular with 

Saxons who would set them into their swords and dresses. 

Driftwood and waste littered the shore. Imagine a desert island from your worst 



nightmare. 

She said all the rubbish came from Essex. She also hunted for clay pipes. I told 

her they came from Essex too. From Coalhouse fort where traders offloaded 

ships to beat the London tax rates. 

She pointed to coal laden over the shore that had washed up here. 

She pointed too to a shipwreck a few yards away. They said it had burnt and 

run aground decades ago. I can't remember the name of it now. She would go 

inside before it was broken up by the waves. 

I said how much I enjoyed looking for precious things of no value like garnet 

and fossils. She corrected me and said that some fossils were of value. She 

had found a mammoth tooth at Walton and she showed me a photo on her 

phone. She had made the news after a friend had made it public. She told me 

the tooth was worth £600. 

The old Cliffe quarry that used to operate here is no more. And the sandy beach 

I’d walked past earlier was not real. The wharf around Cliffe Fort is a logistics 

centre for building aggregates that get shipped in and trucked out. I’d written in 

my notes earlier that these “commercial people" were vandals who strip 

beaches for business but the opposite was true. They made beach on the back 

of the lost sand that escaped their compound. A benevolent form of vandalism. 

Where beach bleeds into business, I wrote. 

We watched the Thames ebb away. It’s more violent than 100 whirlpools 

guarding a mystic treasure trove. Like bath water falling down the plughole. I’ve 

never seen anything quite like it. They both agreed, but said I could get from 

Coalhouse Fort in a kayak at slack water. 

We heard a black headed gull whirling and crying over head. 

“They dive bombed me earlier,” I said. 

The woman asked how I had made it from the church to the fort across the 

flooded fields. I pointed to the seawall and explained how I’d had to walk back 

towards Gravesend and then up onto the seawall proper at a gap in the 



 

floodplain. 

She said they would watch me walk back to see where the gap was. They had 

come from a car park at Cliffe Pools. I left them and found the gap in water. I 

looked back across the 1 mile of open bay and could just make out their tiny 

outline below the seawall. I waved but saw no movement back. I broke a 

walking stick in the mud. And drove home. 

Extracted from The England Coast Path: 1,000 Mini Adventures Around 

the World's Longest Coastal Path, by Stephen Neale, published by 

Bloomsbury. 

The book features 1,000 places around the coast that we can plan now to 

explore. It also tells the story of the England Coast Path and how 

Ramblers in Essex and the south east campaigned for the path and then 

became volunteer surveyors working together with Natural England. 

The path will officially open in 2021. 

Stephen is a rambler and surveyed a section of the path on behalf of 

Essex Ramblers. His website is stephen-neale.com 

  

Volunteer News 

 

Click here for the May Edition of the Ramblers Volunteer News  

  

 

 

 

   

  

  

 
 

http://stephen-neale.com/
https://www.essexarearamblers.co.uk/latest-articles/latest/962-ramblers-volunteer-news-june-2020.html

