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“And indeed nothing is easier for a man 
who has, as the phrase goes, ‛followed the 
sea’ with reverence and affection, than to 
evoke the great spirit of the past upon the 
lower reaches of the Thames.”

Joseph Conrad, The Heart of Darkness1 

The town of Southend-on-Sea in the English 
county of Essex sits on the north shore of the 
Thames River Estuary, 34 miles from London. 
Southend’s strategic defensive position, access 
to natural resources, and maritime location led 
to its settlement by the Celtic Trinovantes tribe, 
the Romans, and the East Saxons. The hamlet of 
Southend derived its name from its position at 
the “south end of Prittlewell.” Prittlewell (“place 
of the sparkling water”) was the key medieval 
settlement in the region until the nineteenth 
century when, largely due to the popularity of 
Southend as a Victorian coastal retreat, Prit-
tlewell was subsumed into the Borough of Sou-
thend-on-Sea. In the twenty-first century the 
northern side of the estuary around Southend 
has seen two archaeological discoveries of in-
ternational importance. In 2003, a well pre-
served high status Anglo-Saxon burial with 
lavish grave goods was discovered at Prittlewell 
and in recent years, a number of artefacts have 
been salvaged from the wreck of the timber war-
ship HMS London, which exploded in the estuary 
in 1665.2

This paper focuses on the tangible heritage of 
Southend-on-Sea and the preservation of this her-
itage through an analysis of three historical mon-
uments: Hadleigh Castle, the Crow Stone and The 
Endeavour. The region is also rich in intangible 
cultural heritage and links to numerous illustrious 
historical figures are commemorated through 
legend and popular memory. King Cnut won the 

battle of Assandun five miles from Southend and 
supposedly demonstrated his piety by trying and 
failing to hold back the tide at the Thames Estuary. 
Other notable figures include Emma Hamilton 
(Horatio Nelson’s lover) and Anne Boleyn, who is 
believed to have first met Henry VIII at his hunting 
lodge in Eastwood, now the Bellhouse pub. The 
memory of these notables is preserved through 
the names of other local public houses including 
The Anne Boleyn at Rochford, The King Canute at 
Canvey, and The Nelson in Southend. Queen Vic-
toria was also a regular visitor to Southend and it 
was during her reign that Southend’s famous pier, 
the world’s longest pleasure pier, was built (Fig. 
1). Her visits are preserved through “Southend 
Victoria” train station and a clifftop statue over-
looking the estuary.

The Thames Estuary: The Cultural Heritage  
and Memory of the Thames Estuary at 

Southend-on-Sea
R o b e r t  S h a r p *

*	 Alumnus of the Department of Medieval Studies, Central 
European University, Budapest

► Fig. 1. Southend Pier, Southend-on-sea (photo: R. Sharp, 
March 2011)
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In addition to Victoria’s statue, Hadleigh 
Castle, built in the early thirteenth century by 
Hubert de Burgh, the chief regent to King John of 
England, is another iconic clifftop monument (Fig. 
2). The castle benefits from an expansive view 
over the estuary towards London in the west and 
the English Channel in the east. It was primarily 
a defensive fortification and acted as an early 
warning site for hostile fleets approaching 
London. The castle was ideally situated; any force 
attacking from the river would have had to con-
tend with steep cliffs to reach the summit and a 
hostile force attacking from inland would face 
dense forest. Hadleigh Castle enjoyed its heyday 
during the rule of the Plantagenet kings of En-
gland, both Edward II and Edward III frequented 
Hadleigh for hunting. During the reign of Henry 
VIII, the castle was deemed important enough to 
be included in the dowries of Catherine of Aragon, 
Anne of Cleves, and Catherine Parr.

However, by the time Hadleigh had passed into 
the hands of Lord Richard Rich in 1551, it had 
fallen into a state of disrepair. Rich thus had much 
of the castle dismantled and sold for building ma-
terials. In 1828, the castle’s remaining ruined 
tower, set against the backdrop of the vast estuary, 
was captured and romanticised by John Constable 
in his famous painting, Hadleigh Castle.3 By then 
the castle clearly no longer had a defensive func-
tion and was seen as a decrepit manmade struc-
ture largely reclaimed by nature. In 1891, General 
William Booth and his charity, the Salvation Army, 
purchased Hadleigh Castle and created an asylum 
for destitute men from London to learn agricul-
tural skills. Though the land around the castle 

was now in use again, the castle continued to 
suffer from subsidence until it was classified as 
a scheduled monument and given to English Her-
itage in the twentieth century. The site is now 
recognised as an invaluable part of the region’s 
heritage. The area around the castle has also been 
declared a country park, and in 2012 Hadleigh 
once again enjoyed fame as the location for the 
London Olympic Games mountain biking course. 
Hadleigh Castle is an interesting example of how 
a multi-faceted approach to heritage preservation 
can be implemented successfully. A combination 
of the legacy of the Olympic Games, the continu-
ation of the work of the Salvation Army, the pro-
tection of the natural scenery through country 
park status, and English Heritage’s management 
of the castle ruins has led to the continued pres-
ervation of this site.

Another monument that stands in prominence 
against the watery backdrop of the Thames Es-
tuary is the mysterious Crow Stone (Figs 3 and 4). 
The stone is a needle-like obelisk that stands in 
the mud off of the Chalkwell esplanade and at 
high tide is largely submerged by the Thames. The 
earliest written record of the Crow Stone dates to 
1197, where it is referred to as the city stone of 
Leigh (Leigh-on-Sea was at that time a small 
fishing village, now within the borough of South-
end).4 The current monument dates from 1836 
and replaced the previous stone erected in 1755, 
now standing near Prittlewell Priory. The Crow 
Stone was traditionally a boundary marker that 
delineated the limit of the City of London’s juris-
diction over the River Thames. There is a similar 
stone on the Kentish shore of the Thames known 
as the London Stone. The current Crow Stone has 

► Fig. 2. Hadleigh Castle, Hadleigh (photo: R. Sharp, 
September 2011)

► Fig. 3. The Crow Stone, Chalkwell (photo: R. Sharp, August 
2018)
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been inscribed with the names of the Lord Mayors 
of London and there are records of a historic tra-
dition involving the Lord Mayor which seems to 
have died out around the mid-nineteenth century. 
The Lord Mayor and his entourage would first sail 
from the City of London to the Crow Stone. The 
Mayor would then place the City sword against 
the stone, row around the stone three times, and 
drink a toast to the city.5 The reason for the name 
“Crow Stone” is not known, though crows and 
other birds do use it as a vantage point. Given the 
proximity of this site to the Prittlewell burial 
ground and references in early medieval sources 
mentioning Viking armies making camp on the 
north shore of the Thames Estuary, it could be that 
the site has ancient connotations to northern Eu-
ropean pagan traditions – the crow being the 
emblem of Woden.

In addition to its medieval heritage, South-
end-on-Sea retains a number of tangible re-
minders of its role in the two global conflicts of 
the twentieth century. Southend was the first 
town to be bombed in the Zeppelin raids of WWI 
and also suffered significant damage during the 
blitz of WWII. The Thames Estuary holds the 
wreck of the highly volatile SS Montgomery, an 
American ship wrecked in 1944 carrying 1400 
tons of explosives, and the Mulberry Harbour, a 
large offshore platform designed for use in the 
D-Day landings that became grounded off the 
coast of Southend. 

The Endeavour, a cockle fishing boat built in 
1924 of a type locally known as a “bawley”—a 
corruption of the name “boiler boat”—, is less 

monumental in size than the SS Montgomery or 
Mulberry Harbour, but had a significant role in 
WWII (Fig. 5). The Dunkirk evacuation of the May 
30, 1940, is famous in the collective national 
memory of the United Kingdom largely due to the 
role played by thousands of fisherman, who an-
swered the call to cross the English Channel and 
evacuate Allied troops from the beaches of France. 
Six boats, including Endeavour, sailed from Leigh-
on-Sea for Dunkirk. Each boat was “around 30ft 
long by 10ft wide” and each “rescued about 1000 
soldiers” by ferrying men from the beach to the 
larger navy ships offshore.6 These boats, which 
had not previously left the Thames estuary, 
crossed the sea under constant fire from the 
German Luftwaffe and sadly, one, The Renown, 
struck a mine on its return journey, and all crew 
members were lost.

In 2001, a charitable trust was set up to restore 
the Endeavour, at that point lying in a state of 
disrepair in a Kentish shipyard. The initial plan 
was to create a static monument in the historic 
fishing village of Old Leigh, however, rather than 
a static monument, the innovative decision was 
made to restore the boat to working order as an 
example of living heritage. A number of local pa-
trons and businesses pledged their support, vol-
unteers were drawn from the local community, 
and the Local Authority granted permission to 
use oak from nearby woodland for the resto-
ration.7 The Endeavour is now once more in use 
as a working cockle boat. When not in use, it can 
be seen moored near the Crooked Billet pub in 
Old Leigh. When in use, a sign at the boat’s 

► Fig. 4. The Crow Stone, Chalkwell (photo: R. Sharp, August 
2018)

► Fig. 5.  The Endeavour, Leigh-on-sea (photo: R. Sharp, July 
2011)
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mooring details where the boat is working in the 
estuary so that the public can identify it from the 
shore. The restoration of the Endeavour was a 
great success and the boat recreated its historic 
journey to Dunkirk recently appearing in Chris-
topher Nolan’s film, “Dunkirk.”

Fortunately, much of the tangible cultural 
heritage of the Thames Estuary receives adequate 
care and funding. The collaboration of different 

agencies at both Hadleigh Castle and the En-
deavour Trust has been highly successful. How-
ever, it is fifteen years since the discovery of the 
Prittlewell Burial and yet the lavish grave goods 
remain out of public view in storage at the 
Museum of London. The current museum 
building of Southend Central Museum is not 
equipped to host such important collections as 
the Prittlewell Burial and the HMS London on a 
permanent basis. In 2009, the idea of a “Thames 
Estuary Experience” museum was conceived and 
the museum plans should be unveiled soon.8 This 
is a pivotal moment for Southend-on-Sea and an 
opportunity to create an attraction that will bring 
the wealth of the region’s cultural heritage to both 
a regional and international audience.
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