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WATCHING BRIEF REPORT 
 

NAVIGATION WORKS ON THE RIVER STOUR 
POSSIBLE STAUNCH SITE, STRATFORD ST. MARY 

SMR ref. SSM 025 
 

SCCAS REPORT No. 2003/71 
 

 
Introduction 
The River Stour is navigable river that forms the boundary between the counties of 
Suffolk and Essex. Navigation on the river was improved in the 18th century through 
the construction of locks and other works and at the present time small leisure craft 
still occasionally use the waterway. At a point c.400m down river from Dedham 
Bridge, an unknown obstacle was proving to be a hazard to craft navigating the river. 
On the 25th March 2003 downstream sluices were opened allowing the water levels in 
the vicinity of the obstacle to fall to enable the excavation of a clear channel for river 
traffic. The National Grid Reference for the obstacle is TM 0617 3371; see figure 1 
for location detail. 
 
The obstacle was thought to be the remains of a staunch constructed in the 18th or 19th 
century as an aid to maintaining water levels in the river between the water mills at 
nearby Flatford and Dedham. As there was a possibility that some of the structure 
would need to be removed to clear a channel the work was carried out under an 
Archaeological Watching Brief. The watching brief was undertaken by the Suffolk 
County Council Archaeological Service Field Projects Team. 
 
 
Results 
Upon arrival at the site the water level had been dropped and it was possible to cross 
the river wearing wellingtons. Situated just north of the centre of the river channel a 
line of four large squared timbers and two rows of planks were set upright in the 
riverbed (see figure 2). 
 
The four timbers were approximately 0.20m square and were set upright 
approximately 1.7m apart (centre to centre). It is not known to what depth they 
extended but they protruded c.0.2m from the riverbed. They were located in a straight 
line at an angle of approximately 15º to 20º to the riverbank at this point. Between the 
central two posts was a much smaller upright post of rectangular section. In the 
eastern of the four large timbers an iron fitting, similar to a large nail, protruded from 
the west face. 
 
Also visible on the riverbed, but only protruding a few centimetres, were two parallel 
rows of closely set timber planks at angle of approximately 90º to the four upright 
timbers. The planks were approximately 0.30m wide, had a thickness of c.20mm, and 
were set upright in the riverbed to an unknown depth. The two rows were situated 
c.2.3m apart and encompassed the two western large uprights although the two 
components did not appear to be physically connected in any way. The area between 
the parallel plank rows appeared to contain many rough chalk blocks and other stones. 
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The riverbed to the south of the row of four large timbers was relatively shallow but 
an area immediately to the north, and east of the parallel plank rows, was of a much 
greater depth. 
 
To clear the channel an area between the upright posts and the northern bank of the 
river was lowered using a 360º tracked machine fitted with a long reach arm. The 
material removed was used to fill an adjacent depression in the riverbank. 
Unfortunately this disturbed the river silts making it hard to see what was being cut 
through, but it appeared that the parallel planks rows did continue to the north. 
 
A length of timber, c.0.15m square, was dredged up by the machine. It had been lying 
against the northern riverbank and was left on the riverbank adjacent to the work area. 
A similar timber was lying on the opposite bank and approximately 110m 
downstream a further similar timber was lying against the southern bank. 
 
In an area adjacent to the northern bank and immediately upstream from the parallel 
plank rows various other timbers were removed by the machine but on examination 
these appeared to be natural tree trunks and branches. A few bones from a large 
mammal, like a cow, were also recovered from this area (not retained). 
 
 
Discussion 
The timbers recorded in the riverbed are presumably the remains of a staunch for 
which there is documentary evidence (pers. comm. Tim Barret, Environmental 
Agency) but how the structure operated is not immediately obvious. In its simplest 
form a staunch could just be a restriction of the river channel that holds water in 
higher stretches simply by reducing the flow and consequently the rate at which the 
river can drain. More complex versions can incorporate gates and sluices although 
there was no evidence for these noted at this site. 
 
The two parallel rows of planks could have been in-filled with rubble and the rough 
chalk blocks to form a partial dam across the river. It is angled to the river channel 
which would reduce water pressure against the structure and one presumes that the 
gap for the water and river traffic would be at the point furthest downstream, i.e. close 
to the southern bank. The purpose of the four upright timbers could be as guides for 
craft using the staunch, perhaps to tie up and wait for certain river conditions or for 
other traffic although the 'overlapping' of the two timber alignments could suggest 
different phases of construction and/or use1. 
 
The structure would have interrupted the river and could have acted as a 'trap' for 
floating debris which could explain the timbers and bone found immediately 
upstream. The three squared timbers noted in the vicinity of the staunch are likely to 
have originally been part of the structure. 
 
 
 
M. Sommers 8th May 2003 
Suffolk County Council Archaeological Service 
Field Projects Team 

                                                           
1 It should be noted that the author has only a layman's knowledge of river navigation and river structures and 
experts in the field may be able to recognise and interpret this structure with greater accuracy. 
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FIGURE 1· LOCATION PLAN 
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FIGURE 2: DETAIL RECORDED 
NOTE: BASED ON MEASURED SKETCH 




