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THE HISTORY OF
PRIORY SAILING CLUB

Roy Beard

PREFACE
Sunday 15th December 2002 was the last
day of Priory Sailing Club’s 2002 Frostbite
Series for dinghy racing and thus the day
when the winner of the Series would be
known. Nothing particularly remarkable
about that you might say, which is true, but
there was something very remarkable about
the winner. The winner was 76-year-old
John Howard, who joined the club a year
after it was formed.
That achievement set me wondering about
all that had happened to the club during
John’s membership and before. How did the
club come to be formed, what were the
milestones in its history and are there any
photographs of the early years? Have the
initial aspirations of the founding members
been achieved? How, when and why were
the lake and the Country Park formed, and
what was there before the park was created?
I decided to ask John. What he told me
encouraged me to make further enquires that
eventually led me to make this record of my
findings - The History of Priory Sailing
Club. I hope members, and perhaps others,
will enjoy reading this record made over the
course of 2003 - 4.
Initially I spoke to those people John
mentioned as being involved from an early
stage in the club’s history. They gave me
their recollections and in some cases
documents about the formation of the club.

In addition they gave me the names of other
people and in most cases their telephone
numbers or addresses. I was therefore able
to contact many people involved with the
creation of the club. All received my
enquiries with enthusiasm and were able to
add to, or confirm and in some instances
give a variation to my growing knowledge
about the early days of the club. I am
indebted to all these people for the
information they supplied without which the
following could not have been written. I
have therefore recorded in the
acknowledgements at the end of this
account all those to whom I have spoken
and who provided information.
During my enquires and literature searches I
came across fascinating references - well I
found them fascinating - fascinating
references to the use of the land and river,
and the activities that occurred in or near to
Priory Sailing Club in the past, including
some that went back a long way into the
past. I have therefore included a section at
the end of the report on what I have called
the “Pre-history of Priory Sailing Club”, just
on the off-chance that it may also be of
interest and fascination to some who read
this story.

Roy Beard
Member from 1987

Solo 3603
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HOW DID THE CLUB BEGIN?
It was apparently spring 1978 when North Bedfordshire Borough Council approached Ed Barker
with the idea of forming a sailing club on a lake that did not actually exist!
Their intention was to create Priory Country Park on Council land off Barkers Lane, and the lake
was to be created from an empty gravel pit within the Park. The name Priory came from
Newnham Priory that existed from 1166 to 1541 on a site close to the new Park.
Ed Barker, who by coincidence resided in Barkers Lane, was a lecturer in electrical engineering
at Bedford College of Higher Education on the Mander Site in Cauldwell Street, Bedford. By all
accounts Ed was also a well-qualified sailor, for he gave evening courses at the College for both
the RYA Navigators and Offshore Skippers qualifications. An advertisement was placed in the
local paper inviting those interested in forming a sailing club to attend a meeting at the College
of Higher Education. Ed Barker contacted those who had attended his RYA courses to
encourage them to attend this meeting. Amongst these was Eric (Taff) Brand, an engineer at
Goldington Power Station, John Harrington, a structural engineer in the North Bedfordshire
Borough Council Offices, John Hall, Clive Lawless and Doug Haigh. The date of this meeting,
which Ed chaired, is not known but John Hall, John Harrington and Clive Lawless believe it was
probably in late summer or early autumn, perhaps August, of 1978. About 30 people attended
and during the course of the meeting, when it became apparent that there was sufficient interest
in forming a club, the attendees were asked to record their names and addresses in a register for
future contact and pay a small founder members fee, probably £1. An interim committee was
formed to propose a name and draft a constitution, byelaws, classes of membership and
membership fees for the club. Doug Haigh and Clive Lawless recalled that another evening
meeting was arranged shortly after, probably early September, but this was held on site to
inspect what was to become a lake but at the time was an empty gravel pit with graders still on
site for finishing the work of shaping the “lake”, the base of which was waiting to be levelled.
There were other groups of people interested in using the future lake. Two of these were separate
canoeing organisations, the Viking Kayak Club and the Bedfordshire Canoeists Association. The
latter was founded in the mid 1960s. The first chairman was Tony Hulett from whom Derrick
Harper (or Copper to all his friends) took over, remaining chairman for the next 25 years.
Copper recalls a Priory Lake Users Group (or PLUG for short) being set up in 1978/9. The
membership of PLUG comprised anglers, bird watchers, Viking Kayak Club, Bedfordshire
Canoeists Association, and sailing and rowing interests. In fact the rowers were looking for
some lanes alongside a straight shore and John Harrington recalls that the North shoreline of the
lake was made straight for this purpose. The sailing, which is incompatible with rowing or with
the marked rowing lanes, was to be on the southern side of the lake. Clive Lawless recalls seeing
some lanes marked with buoys alongside the straight north shore shortly after the lake was
flooded in 1979. However, the rowers decided that the lanes were not long enough for their
purpose and lost interest in using the lake. The other potential users did not lose interest and
continued through PLUG to find a compatible arrangement to pursue their individual activities.
It would seem most likely that the lake was flooded by means of an underground pipe that had
been laid between the Marina (which was open to the river) and the lake. After the lake was
filled the pipe served the important purpose of ensuring that the water in the lake is maintained
at the same level as that in the river.
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On Tuesday 26th June 1979 Paul Cochrane, also a lecturer at Bedford College of Higher
Education and no doubt a colleague of Ed Barker, appears to be acting as secretary for the
sailing interests. He wrote to all “members”, presumably those at the first meeting in the autumn
of 1978 who registered an interest in forming a club. One of those was Doug Haigh (and it is
from Doug’s file that much of this information comes) asking them to attend a meeting at
Bedford College of Higher Education. The purpose of the meeting was to enable the interim
committee to provide the “members” with a progress report on Priory Sailing Club. Clearly the
club’s name had been chosen at this time and drafts for the constitution, byelaws, classes of
membership and membership fees, which are retained in the club’s records, were also available
for approval. Because only 12 people attended this meeting no action was taken and Paul
Cochrane wrote again to ask members to attend another meeting, this time with their friends as
well, on Tuesday 3rd July 1979 starting at 7.30 pm at the College.
This meeting was successful, for Paul Cochrane wrote on 12th July 1979 that at the meeting on
3rd July the Constitution of the Priory Sailing Club was accepted by the founder members.
Presumably they also accepted the Byelaws, Classes of membership and fees. They also set up a
committee, which the constitution required. The first Officers of the club were E C (Ed) Barker
Commodore, E J (Taff) Brand JP Vice Commodore, John Harrington Treasurer and Paul
Cochrane Secretary. The empty pit had been flooded so the club did indeed have a lake – an
essential facility for a sailing club!
In the same letter of the 12th July, Paul pointed out that funds were now required to pay for the
use of the lake and the hire or purchase of a Portakabin The agreed membership fees for the part
year until the end of 1979 were: -

Family membership £8
Ordinary member £5
Cadet (under 17 years) £1

In addition to these fees, founder members had to pay their founder membership fee, and both
were required immediately as sailing was to start on Saturday 4th August 1979 at 14.00 hours.

The defining moment for the creation of Priory Sailing Club could therefore be said to be
some time after 7.30 pm on Tuesday 3rd July 1979 at Bedford College of Higher Education.

For those who paid their fees immediately there was the pleasure of joining the first sail on
Saturday 4th August 1979. Access to the lake was through the compound of H Kitcheners
Marina. Whilst boats could be taken through their compound on launching trolleys, cars had to
be left outside the compound. Sailing was to finish at 18.00 hours and details of future meetings
were to be made available on the day.
Priory Sailing Club was in business. The financial year started 1st January and family
membership for the first full year of 1980 was £15.00. Although rule 2 of the Club Byelaws did
not permit sailing unless a rescue facility was available of a club safety boat or two dinghies
sailing, the club did not have a safety boat at this early stage and therefore relied upon the two-
boat rule.
Although no mention appears to be made about board sailors (alternatively called windsurfers),
there were many who had taken to this new sport. Jim and Sue Lloyd took board sailing
instruction from Mike and David Clifton and Jim recalls that there were about ten dinghies on
the lake at the time.
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DEVELOPMENT IN THE EARLY YEARS
It did not take the Commodore and his committee long before they were planning the
development of improved facilities to make the club a more attractive place to sail. Paul
Cochrane, Secretary, wrote on 24th September 1979 calling members to a full meeting of the
Priory Sailing Club at “Mander” (Bedford College of Higher Education) on Thursday 4th

October 1979, so that the committee could explain the future developments.
Boats had to be taken to the lake and removed after each sail, and launched off the bank in the
northwest corner of the lake as best one could. Slipways, changing rooms and a boat compound
were therefore high on their list and they were asking members to come forward to form
working parties to assist with the construction work in the near future. Eric Brand obtained
railway sleepers together with metre long steel spikes from redundant railway lines at
Goldington Power Station, and these were used to form a slipway. John Harrington obtained a
Portakabin from Bedford Police Offices in Goldington Road, Bedford. The Police were using the
building as their photographic dark room, but they had just obtained better facilities so the
Portakabin became available. Its new role was to serve as changing rooms and a meeting room.
It was placed against the “Priory Wall” and became known as the Cabin. It had no water supply
and therefore no showers. A Portaloo was acquired later and stood close by the Cabin – what
luxury!

From 1980 through to sometime in 1982 there was a serious problem with weed growth in the
lake to the extent that sailing was not possible for long periods. This must have been very
disconcerting, not to mention frustrating, for a young club trying to attract new members whilst
retaining their “old” founder members. Copper Harper, the canoeist, was also an aqualung diver
and he with others from the Bedford Sub Aqua Club dived to explore the weed problem below
the surface. They found that although the weed was very deep, it was not growing from the
lakebed. They were able to swim along the bottom of the lake with the weed about two to three
feet above them. Advice was sought on the action that could be taken to remove the weed and
prevent its return. It was recommended that no action need be taken, as the weed problem would
“go away”. Nutrients from the soil had leached into the water and caused the excessive growth

Figure 1 - The Cabin, set against the “Priory Wall”, 1980 to 1987
The path in the foreground leads to the River.

(Photograph supplied by John Howard)
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Figure 2 – Board sailing machine.
Mark Stanbridge demonstrating its use 1998.

(Photograph supplied by Tony Ogborn)

of weed, they were advised. In time these nutrients would be exhausted and the weed would die
away and not return.
In the minutes of the committee meeting held on 1st April 1982, with a full attendance of 12
people, it was reported that almost all the weed was on the surface and being blown about by the
wind. Impatient to get sailing, the committee recommended that on every occasion possible at
weekends members should rake the weed ashore to remove as much as possible from the water.
This was tried along with more drastic measures of using long chains towed by cars to bring the
weed ashore. However, John Hall recalls that this did not seem to make much of an impression
on the problem, for they had large piles of weed on the bank but there seemed no change in
weed coverage on the water. So they had to wait and the advice given proved correct, for the
weed did go away of its own accord and did not return.
At this same meeting on 1st April 1982 the commodore, Ed Barker, introduced a new committee
member, a Mr. J Bretherton, who spoke of his desire to organise board sailing instruction. The
committee decided to pursue this idea as a club activity.
At that time the Royal Yachting Association Board Sailing Coaching Scheme did not exist but
the Committee felt that some sort of instructor training would be wise. John Davies, a lecturer in
Outdoor Education at Bedford Physical Education College, and Copper Harper therefore devised
a scheme based broadly on the British Canoe Union Senior Instructor syllabus, and a number of
courses were arranged.
Priory Sailing Club, Bedford Physical Education College and the Bedfordshire Youth Service
also co-operated by providing 4 basic sailboards to a pool of 12 for mutual use, and jointly
organised Beginners and Follow-up Courses.
The committee also decided they would try to obtain a Board Sailing Simulator. They
subsequently bought one and Copper Harper’s colleague Clem Tite at the Kempston workshops
of the Bedfordshire County Council
Youth Service made another. Copper
believes this was one of the first
onshore board sailing training
“machines” in the country and
something taken up later by the
Royal Yachting Association (RYA)
when they became interested in
promoting this new sport. The
machine, which is shown in Figure 2,
is still in use at the time of writing,
2004.
Also at this time, 1982, the Civil
Service Sports Association
approached the club since they were
trying to get together a number of
people from within their organisation
who would be interested in sailing.
They thought the number would be
25 – 30. The club, however, was not
sure how to absorb such an influx
and so members of the CSSA were
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invited to sail whilst the club sorted out an acceptable arrangement. Was this the beginning of
the Group Class of Membership that exists today?
Social activities were flourishing in 1982. On the evening of 2nd April the club had a “Fitting-
Out” supper attended by 32 members. Later in the year the club had plans for a midsummer
barbeque for early June by the lakeside, and a “Laying-Up” supper for 12th November.
By 1982 each member was issued with a membership card, a sticker for their boat and an Officer
of the Day duty. Before sailing or taking part in any other activity on the lake, each member was
checked by the OOD and if not carrying a sticker on their boat to show they were a paid up
member, they had to show their membership card. They were also required to sign the Sailing
Book in the Cabin.
Sailing times for paid up members, and Officer of the Day duties during the summer period
were:

Wednesday 18.30 - dusk
Saturday 13.30 – 17.30

10.30 – 13.30Sunday 13.30 – 17.30
Sailing at other times to be

negotiated through the Secretary!

It appears that the club was now becoming well established with a Cabin, well-organised sailing
and social activities and an expectation that the weed problem had gone away for good. There
was still no compound, so boats had to be taken and removed for each sail, and there was still no
club safety boat or shower in the Cabin!
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CONSOLIDATION, FURTHER DEVELOPMENTS & PWSA
As 1982 progressed and neared its close, the committee was considering the next stage of the
club’s development and making enquiries about a clubhouse and a secure storage compound for
boats. Copper Harper recalls that they had an offer of a very large single-storey wooden building
from Unilever Limited, at Colworth House in Sharnbrook Bedfordshire. On 20th January 1983
committee member Jim Lloyd, a founder member, met the Architectural Services Manager of
Banbury Leisure Industries Limited and a month later Jim received a proposed design and
quotation for a two-storey steel frame building shell, with brick walls at ground level and a
timber clad upper floor, to form a clubhouse (£47,138.76) and an eight feet high chain link
fence, including double gates and a single escape gate, with three-stranded barbed wire security
topping (£5,369.64). Neither this nor the offer from Unilever was taken up.
It was probably at this stage when Priory Sailing Club discovered that North Bedfordshire
Borough Council could not, for legal reasons, allow a club to hold property or take a lease. The
club therefore sought legal advice itself on ways of overcoming this dilemma. They were
advised that a company limited by guarantee (having no share value), a Registered Charity or a
Trusteeship would be legally able to hold property and a lease from the Council. The Club
therefore decided to investigate setting up a new organisation to comply with one of these
requirements.

Figure 3 – Boats and launching trolleys on shore at the northwest corner of the lake
opposite the Cabin c 1983.

In the left background is H Kitcheners Marina, through which boats and trolleys, but
not cars, had to be taken. Centre background are the chimneys of Goldington Power
Station and right background a pile of earth for covering the waste in refuse pits to

form Priory Country Park
(Photograph supplied by John Howard)
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During the course of 1983 the club created a subcommittee or working party, chaired by John
Graham – a founder member - that drafted a constitution for the proposed new body, which they
had decided to call Priory Water Sports Association (and for the sake of brevity they could refer
to as PWSA). This draft is retained in the Association’s files. As item 6 of this draft shows, they
had not, at this stage, decided which of the three options they should choose for the new body.
However they had decided that Priory Sailing Club would become a constituent part of PWSA
and that this would necessitate amending the Club’s original Constitution. This amendment was
made at an Extraordinary Meeting on 28th April 1983.
Later that year, at the 4th AGM held on 24th November 1983, further amendments were made to
the Sailing Club’s Constitution, and to the Club’s Byelaws and Sailing Rules. One of the
amendments to the Constitution was to allow the committee to admit Associated Groups to the
club. An Associated Group was defined as a group of persons belonging to another organisation
who wish to use the club facilities. This presumably was the outcome of the committee’s
consideration of the enquiry they received from the Civil Service Sports Association the
previous year for about thirty of their members to sail at Priory. The Club still did not have a
rescue boat but means of overcoming this deficiency were being investigated. All dinghies and
sailboards were required to carry identification letters or numbers. The rules also refer to all
craft, equipment and tackle being stowed away by sunset in the area designated, which meant
taking it to the Bedfordshire County Council’s storage area in Kempston, as there was no secure
storage on site since no compound could be built at this time! The sailing club committee
included a representative of junior sailors, so young sailors were now an important part of the
club’s membership.
During 1984 John Graham’s subcommittee, dealing with the preparation for PWSA, and Peter
Wathen, the club’s NBBC Liaison Officer, had many discussions with North Bedfordshire
Borough Council and the club’s legal advisors Park Woodfine (Solicitors) about the formation of
Priory Water Sports Association and the drafting of a licence with NBBC. Their discussions
included the preparation for financing, then building, a clubhouse and a secure boat enclosure.
The commodore, Taff Brand, reported to the Sailing Club’s 5th AGM held at de Parys Hotel
Bedford on 29th November 1984 that the subcommittee suffered a setback during the year when
the Viking Kayak Club, which had earlier indicated it was interested in becoming a partner in
the PWSA project, announced that it was pulling out. PWSA had to be reconstituted to continue
with the project. However, it had been decided that PWSA should take the form of a company
limited by guarantee, and the subcommittee chaired by John Graham was asked to continue their
work to prepare for the new company.
At the same meeting there appears to have been a “frank exchange of views” between the dinghy
sailors and board sailors. The board sailors seemed to feel that their interests were not
sufficiently represented on the committee. This was overcome by electing board sailor John
Williams as Vice Commodore to Taff Brand.
Meanwhile, the sailing club did not allow these difficulties to interfere with its sailing and social
programmes. Board and dinghy races and training continued and Copper Harper and Ian
Finnegan provided marquees and barbecue stoves for a summer barbecue by the lakeside in June
that was enjoyed by many members.
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Figure 4 – Preparing for a race, 1985
A Merlin Rocket (in the trees), Barry Ingram’s son preparing a Tonic, and Richard, John

Hall’s son, preparing Topper 24090 under the watchful eye of Paul, John Howard’s son. The
Visitors Centre under construction can be seen between the sails of Mirror 62595 and

Topper 24090
(Photograph supplied by John Howard)

Figure 5 – Race in progress 1985
(Photograph supplied by John Howard)
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Discussions continued apace for the PWSA subcommittee whilst the sailing club activities
continued to flourish. Commodore Taff Brand was able to report to the 6th AGM held on 28th

November 1985, this time at the Aircraft Research Association’s Clubhouse in Manton Lane
Bedford, that they had an excellent year. During 1985 it was decided that PWSA would become
a limited company and was incorporated and registered at Companies House on 15th April 1985
as Priory Water Sports Association Limited, number 1905218, with a registered address of the
Association’s legal advisor, Park Woodfine Solicitors (an address that the Solicitors have
permitted to be retained and applies at the time of writing in 2004). A board of Directors was
elected and comprised Eric John Brand, John Hendry Bretherton, Derrick Harvey Harper, Ivor
James Lloyd, Anne Murray Phillips, Paul Russell and Peter Wathen. The first chairman was Paul
Russell, who was a member of John Graham’s PWSA interim committee as well as being
treasurer to the Sailing Club. The new Board clearly had a lot of work to do in agreeing the
conditions of the lease, raising finance for the clubhouse, agreeing a suitable design and finding
a suitable contractor to carry out the building work. In 1985 they met on May 10th and 25th, June
19th, July 11th, September 2nd, October 7th, November 4th and 21st and December 9th, frequently
at Paul Russell’s house on The Embankment, Bedford. In 1986 they met monthly. The
subsequent success of the Association and the Sailing Club owes much to the skill, foresight and
dedication of the members of this first Board and the guidance they received from the
Association’s legal advisor, Park Woodfine Solicitors, for preparing the conditions and terms
that have enabled the Association and the Club to flourish ever since.

Figure 6 – Prize Giving.
Commodore E J (Taff) Brand presenting prizes to the 1985 season winners at

the Aircraft Research Association’s Clubhouse in Manton Lane Bedford.
From left to right Alan Fisher, Dave Ansell and Simon Prosser, board

sailors, Taff Brand, unknown, Paul Howard, unknown, Richard Hall and
John Hall.

(Photograph supplied by John Howard)
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The membership of the sailing club was now over 400, training had flourished and the board and
dinghy racing had surged ahead since the introduction at the start of the year of separate board
and dinghy racing subcommittees. Racing was held on alternate Sunday afternoons from April to
October with dinghy results assessed using the boat handicap class ratings. Taff Brand retired as
Commodore at the November 1985 AGM and was able to hand over a club in very good shape
to John Williams, the board sailor, who was duly elected Commodore for 1986, a position John
held to 1989.

Work continued on refining and modifying the draft licence between NBBC and PWSA through
1986. One of the concerns of NBBC was the effect that the sailing craft of dinghies, boards and
canoes, together with a powered rescue boat when the club acquired one, would have on the bird
and waterfowl population on and around the lake. The Council sought advice from the Sandy
headquarters of the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds. It was fortuitous that David
Kramer was at that time researching the effect of water-based recreational activities on the
wintering populations of wildfowl. He was also able to study the effect of the zoning of sailing
on the lake during the winter. From his findings1 he recommended that no craft should go into
one part of the lake during the winter period. He found that, during zoning and after a relatively
brief learning period, the numbers of wildfowl on the lake during sailing activities was similar
to, or greater than, the numbers present on undisturbed days. He also recommended that, prior to
sailing activities, the rescue boat be driven slowly along the northern side of the lake in order to
gently move the wildfowl into the winter wildfowl refuge zone on the south side.
Rather interestingly animals and waterfowl later used the facilities of the Club compound. In
1997 a mink used a dinghy in the boat park as its own den, leaving the fish remains and their

Figure 7 – Dinghy and board racing in progress 1986.
John Howard in his Mirror introducing another young crewmember to racing.

No Clubhouse and the shore was unfinished with the odd railway sleeper lying around.
(Photograph supplied by John Howard)
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odour for the boat owner to discover. In 2000 a duck stopped a club barbeque! The barbeque
stove had been stored adjacent to the Clubhouse wall between the board store and the wet
training room. The duck had built her nest on the ground within the legs of the stove and was so
well camouflaged that she was not noticed until she flew off at the last moment, revealing a
clutch of eggs. The stove was not moved and she quickly returned and remained in spite of all
the members who had gathered for the now abandoned barbeque. Although over the coming
weeks there was enormous activity around her between the board store and wet training room,
she, attended by her mate, sat it out and hatched their brood, having been given honorary family
membership.

Herons, the birds not the boats, and cormorants have taken a liking to the racing marks on the
water and the Club shore line, and Canada geese have colonised the water and Club compound
by their hundreds. Various techniques are continually being tried, including lines stretched along
the shoreline, to prevent them coming ashore and stripping the grass and leaving their droppings.
Whilst the compatibility of boats and waterfowl was being investigated in 1986, Commodore
John Williams and his committee were trying to obtain the finance to purchase the club’s first
safety boat. Copper Harper, that canoeist and now board sailor, and soon to become the second
chairman of Priory Water Sports Association Limited, was, in his “spare time”, Secretary of the
Queen’s Silver Jubilee Trust. The Trust was offering grants for projects that encouraged young
people to carry out a service that benefited the community. The young members of Priory
Sailing Club agreed to operate a safety boat service for the club members and members of the
public sailing on day tickets, on Wednesday evenings and all day Saturdays and Sundays. A
successful application was made to the Queen’s Silver Jubilee Trust for the cost of a safety boat.
The boat chosen was a glass reinforced hull and transom with an inflated rubber collar
developed by Alan Byde at the Atlantic College near Llanelli in South Wales; in other words a
RIB. The boat was made by the Avon Rubber Company at Port Talbot, South Wales. It is
believed to have been late 1986 when John Williams and Copper Harper took two vehicles to the
Company to collect two RIB boats, one for Priory and the other for Bedfordshire County
Council Education Sailing Base at Stewartby. Clive Reeves, the Welsh rugby international,
officially launched the Priory boat after naming her Jubilee. The boat could not initially be
stored on site because there was no secure compound, so it was kept at the Bedfordshire County
Council Youth Service Department at Kempston and transported to Priory every Wednesday,
Saturday and Sunday it was required. This boat is still in service at the time of writing (2004).
Nonetheless, 1986 was a good year and much had been achieved. The year culminated with John
Williams reporting with much pleasure to the 7th AGM in November that two days previously,
on Tuesday 25th November 1986, he and Copper Harper went to the Town Hall Bedford and
signed, on behalf of PWSA Limited, the Lease, Licence and Deed of Grant. Although some

Figure 8 – Some honorary “members”
(Photographs supplied by Robin Steffens)
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Figure 9 – Surveying the site for the construction of the
Clubhouse 1987.

In the back ground “Priory” Wall, the path to the river
and Barkers Lane Fire Station training tower.

(Photograph supplied by John Howard)

further refinements remained to be completed on these documents, it was hoped the contractor
would be able to start work in December or immediately after Christmas on the new clubhouse
and secure fence, as well as a new permanent concrete block slipway to replace the original one
constructed from railway sleepers.
All the hard work of the PWSA subcommittee under John Graham’s chairmanship had borne the
desired result and they were thanked for their achievements. The Lease was for land on the west
shore of the lake for boat storage, a clubhouse and the use of most of the lake all the year round
for dinghy sailing, windsurfing and canoeing. An area of water on the south side of the island
could only be used during the
summer period, which was
defined as April to October, both
months inclusive, for which a
licence was issued, renewable on
a three-year basis. This area of
water was reserved during the
winter period for the migrating
waterfowl and birds as
recommended in the David
Kramer report1. The Deed of
Grant was an arrangement for the
Council to provide a loan for the
cost of clubhouse construction
work.
The completed Lease and
Licence between North
Bedfordshire Borough Council
and Priory Water Sports Association Limited, which now incorporated Priory Sailing Club and
Bedfordshire Canoeists Association, was signed on 5th January 1987.
These were exciting times with much still to be done. Shortly after signing the Lease Colin
Tellam and John Harrington prepared documents that were sent out inviting tenders for the
construction work. Early in 1987, the builder Derek Lovell of Pavenham was chosen and started
work on the two-storey clubhouse (designed by architect Michael Frame and supervised by
Colin Tellam) the concrete block slipway (designed and financed by North Bedfordshire
Borough Council) and the enclosing security fence.

Figure 10 – Construction work beginning on the two-storey Clubhouse 1987.
In the background the Cabin (white building with three windows) and Goldington

Power Station with its two chimneys.
(Photograph supplied by John Howard)
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All this building activity did not interfere with the sailing programme, which was still operating
from just north of the site at the northwest corner of the lake.

Part of the Lease required the club to operate a day ticket sailing scheme for members of the
public. The scheme began in July 1987, with the young members of the club providing a rescue
boat service, and at the November AGM, held at the Scout Hut in Newnham Avenue, it was
reported that 172 people bought tickets and many of these subsequently joined the club. Why
was the meeting held in the Scout Hut when the club now had a clubhouse? The clubhouse,
although carpeted by John Longyear, a club member, had not yet been furnished, and that was
the next item on the financial agenda.

Figure 12 – Excavator ready to dig the slipway that was then lined with concrete blocks, 1987
The slipway was designed and financed by North Bedfordshire Borough Council.

(Photograph supplied by John Howard)

Figure 11 – Half way up the first storey 1987
The Visitors Centre on the north shore, opened on 28 September 1986 by Valerie

Singleton (of Blue Peter fame), can be seen in the centre background.
(Photograph supplied by John Howard)
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During the summer of 1987 the building work was completed and Trevor Brooking MBE,
Chairman of the Eastern Region Sports Council, opened the completed Clubhouse, with its
enclosing security fence, and the concrete block slipway, on 4th October 1987.
John Williams, board sailor and Commodore during the preparation, building and opening of the
clubhouse, produced a humorous cartoon of what he thought he was getting and a somewhat
jaundiced view of what he thought he actually got, expressed as the thoughts of Colin Tellam,
quantity surveyor.

Figure 13 – The finished clubhouse as viewed from the north shore
(Photograph supplied by Colin Tellam)

Figure 14 – John Williams’ humorous impression of expectation and reality.
The original drawing was presented to Trevor Brooking when he opened the real clubhouse.

(Photograph supplied by Copper Harper)
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1988 to 2004
The 10th AGM on 24th November 1988 was the first to be held in the new clubhouse. The
Commodore, John Williams, reported a very good year with about 600 members, a waiting list
of 15 for dinghy parking spaces, a grant of £1000 from the Harpur Trust towards the cost of
some Optimist dinghies, which were brought into service in September and were used by about
20 children, and plans were made to encourage more young members onto the water.
The following year, 1989, those plans were realised with the introduction of the “Priory Young
Sailors Club” where, under the guidance of Barbara Ansell and her band of helpers, every young
member was given the opportunity to sail the Optimists, sailboards and canoes.
Club races, training courses and socials were in full swing. The Laying Up Suppers had now
been replaced with a Barn Dance to round off the year. In 1989 the club hosted its first Open
Meeting for the Streaker Dinghy Class Association. The weather was awful but it was well
attended and plans were laid for hosting another meeting the following year, when Jim Lloyd
would be Commodore.
During Jim’s first year as Commodore, 1990, he had the unenviable task of closing the club
from 21st July to 6th October because of blue-green algae in the lake. Not a lot seemed to be
known about this problem at the time, and consultations with the National Rivers Authority and
many meetings with North Bedfordshire Borough Council were held before it was considered
safe to resume sailing. The first event was the Streaker Open Meeting held on a very windy 6th

October.
In 1991 Priory Sailing Club joined the Bedfordshire and Cambridgeshire Sailing Group, later to
be renamed the Bedfordshire and Cambridgeshire Area Association, a forum for clubs in these
two counties to exchange ideas and information for their common good. Once a year the
Association holds a regatta at Grafham Water in Cambridgeshire.
Racing and training for young and old continued to be developed at Priory. John Hall organised
the adult dinghy training and Copper Harper the board training while Jenny Ross ran the Junior
Dinghy courses, with many parents helping - no doubt the successor to the previous Priory
Young Sailors Club.
The board sailing Croft family, Andy and Julia with their young children Jenny and Stephen,
joined the club in 1990 and added to Copper Harper’s growing number of windsurfers. The
Croft’s passion for their sport soon attracted other young families to join them. In their
enthusiasm to become more involved with the club activities, both Andy and Julia were elected
to the committee in 1991. Andy held the positions of Vice Commodore and Rear Commodore
and went on to serve two years as Commodore from '95 to '97 in addition to serving 7 years as a
Director of PWSA. During the same period Julia took the roles of Membership Secretary and
Club Secretary. Both were very keen and heavily involved in 1991 with the idea of the club
achieving RYA Teaching Centre Recognition. Both were instructing at Priory, Julia dealing
mainly with the junior teaching whilst Andy became a Chief Instructor and then RYA Principal.
From '98 to 2001 they both held RYA Eastern Region posts with Julia managing the windsurfing
hire fleets and Andy being the Under 17 Coach.
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Andy and Julia stepped down from the club committee in 2001 but have continued to enjoy their
board sailing. During their ten years of committee involvement it was their enthusiasm and
dedication that enabled the windsurfing racing to flourish and interclub events to be held at
Priory.
The early part of 1992 saw the first arranged coppicing of the growth on the island to help
reduce the wind shadow effect. This practice has been continued about every second or third
year. An application to extend the boat park was made to, and subsequently granted by, North
Bedfordshire Borough Council - which eliminated the dinghy parking waiting list. Later that
year the club decided to make an application to the Royal Yachting Association for the club to
become a Recognised Teaching Establishment. This would enable the club to run RYA dinghy
and board sailing courses and issue RYA certificates to successful students. Phil Young, the
club’s Senior Instructor at the time, prepared and made the application in 1992. Following
successful inspections the club became a Royal Yachting Association Recognised Teaching
Establishment in 1993 for dinghy sailing and windsurfing.
The lake was frozen on New Year’s Day 1993 so the annual Icicle Race could not take place, the
first time this had occurred in the club’s history.
The club had another first in 1993 when it hosted a Heron Open meeting alongside its now
annual Streaker Open Meeting – the fifth – organised by John Howard, in which a total of 31
craft took part. The following year the club hosted the Heron Class Association’s National
Championship, alongside the Streaker Open, with a total of 33 craft taking part. These two Class
Associations’ Open Meetings have been combined every year since, including a further Heron
National Championship in 2000 and another in 2003.
Interest in the Streaker class declined while the popularity of the Heron increased at Priory from
1993. The latter was largely due to the enthusiasm of John Howard, who not only built two of
his own race-winning Herons, but also became a mainstay of the National Heron Association.
John was very ready to welcome newcomers and encourage them into racing, as well as being
willing to share his technical expertise, with the result that there were a total of 20 Herons at
Priory in 2000!
Many of the Heron owners sailed in the Heron Open Meeting circuit that included clubs at
Chase, near Walsall, Eyott and Up River in Essex, Cookham and Kingsmead west of London,
Croydon in southeast London, Chipstead in Kent and Haversham in Buckinghamshire. Awards
for some of the Priory sailors first came in 1994 and in every year since, except for 2001 and
2002.

Figure 15 – Andy Croft tempting the board sailors onto the water 1991
(Photograph supplied by Andy Croft)
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In 1997 the Priory team brought home a number of awards and in the 2000 Championship, held
at Priory, Tony Ogborn, sailing his “Enigma Variations” sail number 10000, was the first club
member to win a National Championship. In fact Tony and other Priory sailors won a number of
awards in that event, as shown in the table and illustrations below.

Success of Priory members in the Heron National Championships
Year Priory Helm & Crew Boat number and name Award

Rachel Bennett & Emma Smith 9880 Dancer First Lady Helm1994* Richard Smith & Neil Smith 9091 Blue Angel National Junior Champions
Rachel Bennett & Emma Smith 9880 Dancer First Lady Helm1995 John Howard &Alan Baker 9866 Piranha First Veteran Helm

1996 Alan Baker & Christine Hammond 9886 Sparkler National Junior Champions
Sue Baker & David Baker 9880 Dancer First Lady Helm

Tony Ogborn & Robin Steffens 9317 Enigma First Veteran Helm
Alan Baker & Christine Hammond 9886 Sparkler National Junior Champions1997

Sue Baker & David Baker 9880 Dancer Bletchley Bowl
1998 Alan Baker & Christine Hammond 9886 Sparkler National Junior Champions

Tony Ogborn & Robin Steffens 10000 Enigma Variations First Veteran Helm1999 Alan Baker & Christine Hammond 9866 Piranha National Junior Champions
Tony Ogborn & Ronnie Tasker 10000 Enigma Variations National Champions

First Veteran Helm
Tony Ogborn S/H 10000 Enigma Variations Single Handed Champion

David Baker & Charlotte Masterson 9886 Sparkler National Junior Champions2000* Priory team of
Tony Ogborn & Ronnie Tasker

Peter Milburn & Charlie/Hannah**
David Baker & Charlotte Masterson

10000
8897
9886

Enigma Variations
Amazon
Sparkler

National Championship
Team Trophy

Glynis Cole S/H 9091 Blue Angel First Lady Helm
Tony Ogborn S/H 10048 Water Music First Veteran Helm2003*

Alex Poxton & Helen Hunter 10000 Enigma Variations National Junior Champions
*Held at Priory            S/H = Single Handed             **Charlie and Hannah Milburn shared the crewing for Peter

Figure 16 - The Priory Heron Team 1997
Christine Hammond, Alan Baker, David Baker, John Howard, Sue Baker,

Tony Ogborn, Peter Baker and Robin Steffens
(Photograph supplied by Sue Baker)
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The year 2000 was a splendid one for the Priory Heron sailors but unfortunately in 2001 and
2002 they did not manage to collect any of the honours. The 2002 Championship was held on
tidal waters on the river Crouch in Essex, did that have something to do with it? The 2003
Championship was back on home waters and the Priory Sailors did very well. What will be the
Priory Sailors successes in 2004, the club’s 25th anniversary?

Returning to 1994, the Poynter Charitable Trust working in conjunction with the Eastern Region
Sports Council approached Priory Water Sports Association about providing a six-lane rowing
course along the north shore. This was the same as the proposal made in 1979. After several
months of consideration the same conclusion was reached, that the provision of rowing lanes
marked with lines of buoys was not compatible with sailing and the scheme could not therefore
be accepted.
Sunday morning and afternoon racing for dinghies and board racing with interclub events was
started in 1994. The board sailing Croft family introduced the description of Pirates for the very
young children learning to board sail, and Buccaneers for those who had learnt to sail and were
perfecting their skills and learning to race. In the same year the club held an Open Day to invite
members of the public to try dinghy sailing and board sailing. This was to try to attract more
people to join the club as the membership was down to 350. For club members, the Royal
National Lifeboat Institution Regatta was introduced to raise money for that Institution. The use
of Bedfordshire County Council’s Wayfarers for training came to an amicable end this year and
an arrangement was made with Bedford Modern School to use their Wanderers for future
training sessions.

Figure 17 – Silverware for the Heron
National Champions 2000 Tony Ogborn,

helm, and Ronnie Tasker, Crew.
(Photograph supplied by Tony Ogborn)

Figure 18 - The Priory Team, winners of the
Peter Northen Sails Pennant Heron Nationals

2000.
Back row: Tony Ogborn, Charlotte Masterson,

Peter Milburn and David Baker.
Front row: Ronnie Tasker, Charlie Milburn and

Hannah Milburn holding the Pennant (Charlie and
Hannah shared the crewing for their father Peter).

(Photograph supplied by Sue Baker)
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Also in 1994 the club decided to find a permanent solution to the bank erosion problem. The
railway sleepers installed in 1979 had given good service but annual repair and maintenance was
required to keep the bank safe and usable. Colin Tellam headed a project that entered a bid to
obtain a donation from the Foundation for Sports and the Arts for £27,000 for steel sheet piling
capped with hard wood to run from the northern end of the club compound around the slipway to
the dinghy launching area. The following year the club received eight-ninths of the bid, equal to
£24,000. D Dawson won the contract and started work on 5 December 1995, completing by
Christmas.

Membership rose during 1995, the first time for years, perhaps a consequence of the Open Day
introduced the previous year. Sue Baker took over the junior dinghy Pirates training in the same
year and was joined by Tony Ogborn in 1997 – both have been actively involved ever since.
On 16th April 1996 a Health and Safety Statutory Instrument No. 772 came into force entitled
“The Adventure Activities Licensing Regulations 1996”. This legislation followed a canoeing
disaster in Lyme Bay, Dorset when a group of young canoeists were struck by a storm and were
inadequately equipped to cope with the conditions. It was also judged that they were being
inadequately supervised. The legislation required all teaching establishments offering adventure
activities (which included the water sports of sailing, windsurfing and canoeing) to young people

Figure 19 – Board sailing “takes off”
Paul Howard gaining lift off in a good blow at Priory 1995.

 (Photograph supplied by Andy Croft)
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under 18 years of age, to be approved by the Licensing Authority before they could teach
members of the public for a fee. Since this was precisely what Priory Sailing Club had been
doing and wished to continue to do, the PWSA made an application for a Licence immediately
for PSC and BCA. Phil Young, the club’s Senior Instructor and Principal for the club’s RYA
Recognised Teaching Establishment, led the club’s preparation and application. The Licence
was granted on 15th June 1997.
The club training programmes in dinghy and board sailing were very popular, particularly with
the young Pirates and Buccaneers. However this was creating a need for more training craft, and
in 1996 Andy Croft urged the club to make an application for a National Lottery Sports Fund
grant to fund the purchase of new craft and equipment.
In addition, because of the number of students on the water at the same time, and new
regulations about safety requirements, a second safety boat was now required. The Bedfordshire
Canoeists Association also wanted more canoes for their training programme.
After informal discussions on the bank led by Monica Ogborn explaining that the club had
outgrown the present facilities, and in committee during 1996, it was realised that a “wet”
training room, another toilet and shower for the ladies changing room, and a toilet and shower at
ground level for disabled persons were required. In addition, the dinghy launching area, now the
only part of the club’s shoreline that had the sleepers originally installed in 1987, constantly had
to be repaired, and a more permanent solution was required.
As these requirements involved both Bedfordshire Canoeists Association and Priory Sailing
Club, it was decided to make the Lottery Application from their parent body, Priory Water
Sports Association Limited, on behalf of both.
The Association set up a Training Development Project, which was for the enhancement of
training facilities for young people between 5 and 18 years and for disabled persons and active
people of all ages. It was quickly realised that there would be many factors involved and contact
with many people, all of which would need to be carefully co-ordinated, and that one person
supported by a small working party could best achieve this.
Tony Ogborn kindly and courageously accepted the appointment of Lottery Application Co-
ordinator. His small working party included Roy Beard as Chairman of PWSA, and
representatives from BCA and PSC concerned with the training, Colin Tellam as the designer
and quantity surveyor of all building works, assisted by John Harrington as the structural
engineer. Colin and John were involved with the original clubhouse and Colin is the
Association’s “Estate Manager”, so they were well qualified to deal with all the design,
estimating and legal matters involved with the building project. It was at the end of 1996 that
this small group started preparing and costing the Lottery Application.
Meanwhile, club life and activities naturally continued, or rather they continued where possible!
Ice, which appeared overnight on the lake, caused the Icicle Race scheduled for 1st January 1997
to be cancelled. This happened again on 1st January 2002. The only previous occasion that the
Icicle Race had to be cancelled because of the lake being covered in ice was in 1993.
However, the lake is frozen over at some time in most years and on some occasions the ice is
very thick. This was the case in 1984 when board sailors John Williams, Dave Ansell, Simon
Prosser, Danny Heggs and Chris Lovelock decided to try board sailing on ice! Chris fashioned
three ice-skate like blades fixed in a tricycle arrangement, with some form of tilt possible on the
front blade, onto the underside of his board. The other four had a simpler arrangement of two
narrow mental runners, rather like a sledge, on the underside of each of their boards. Suitably
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attired in wetsuits (just in case the ice was not as thick as they thought), they tried board sailing
on ice. It was a gloriously bright sunny day with light winds at first, which then strengthened.
Chris’s tilting front blade gave him some form of control with turning and hence the slight
prospect of coming up towards the wind and stopping. The others, with their sledge-like runners,
could only go in a straight line, and even when they turned their sails to spill all the wind they
did not stop, due to the almost frictionless contact between ice and steel runners. As the wind
strengthened they discovered another problem. Although they set their boards to sail across the
wind, the sledge-like runners had no significant sideways bite with the ice so they were just
blown downwind, with no prospects of the boards stopping until they came up against something
solid and immovable. For most this was the island or the shore, but for John it was a buoy frozen
into the ice. His board stopped but he did not and cleared the buoy to land on the ice, dislocating
his shoulder. Fortunately he recovered, but no one has tried board sailing on ice since!

Although ice has interfered with club activities on a few occasions, there has been only one case
when flooding was a problem. Early in April 1998 very heavy rain over a prolonged period in
Northamptonshire, Buckinghamshire and Bedfordshire, the catchment areas for the Great Ouse,
caused the river to rise very rapidly to levels not seen for many years. At its peak, water
overflowed the banks in the Priory Marina and flowed through the gateway and through
drainage holes in the “Priory” wall to flood the club’s compound. The water surrounded the
clubhouse but stopped rising just short of entering it. Members worked in the rising water to
secure all boats, tying many to the compound fencing, so that they would not be carried away
across the lake, which was overflowing at the eastern end into the river. Many houses in low-

Figure 20 - Inspecting the frozen lake 1st January 2002.
David Baker holds a piece of ice measuring about 25 mm thick. The lake was not frozen the

day before but overnight the temperature dipped to –60 C. Jan Jennings (red anorak)
confers with Tony Ogborn (facing camera) about alterative safe competition to replace the

Icicle race and they settle for “who can skim a pebble furthest across the frozen lake”,
result: unknown! This was only the third occasion in the club’s history that the lake was

frozen on New Year’s Day.
(Photograph supplied by Roy Beard)
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lying areas were flooded and the local fire and rescue services borrowed some of the club and
members’ boats to rescue the marooned occupants.

By April 1997 the Training Development Project team had estimated that the Project would cost
£80,000 and that it may qualify for 65% funding from the National Lottery Sports Fund. The
Association made an appeal for further partnership funding from local businesses and
educational bodies and had a very good response.
The next eighteen months saw the team refining and re-estimating the Project and corresponding
with the National Lottery Authority and Bedford Borough Council, which had replaced the
North Bedfordshire County Council in local government reorganisation, on numerous details.
One of the conditions required PWSA to have at least 21 years remaining on its Lease, and since
only 17 years remained, no grant would be forthcoming from the National Lottery Authority.
Bedford Borough Council was very supportive and issued a new lease to the year 2025, which
overcame that problem. Towards the end of 1998 it was confirmed that the Association did
qualify for a 65% grant.
It seemed that all was in place to make an application but a check on the total cost revealed that
refinements to the Project and inflation had increased the initial estimate to give a total project
cost of £90,786. In addition, it was learnt that the National Lottery Authority would only
advance their 65% against the Association having its 35% of the cost in its account. Since many
of the local businesses had kindly pledged donations that they would provide after the Lottery
Sports Grant had been received, there was an impasse that had to be addressed before any further
progress could be made. This and inflation made the funds £8,000 short. So near yet still so far.
A bank loan would solve the problem but would also add further costs by way of interest
charges. The Association needed an interest free loan and an appeal was made to members of the
Sailing Club and the Bedfordshire Canoeists Association for such loans. The response was
magnificent with individual loans from £75 to £2,000, producing £8075 in total.
With sufficient funds in the Training Development Project Account an application was made to
the National Lottery Sports Fund and was successful. Tenders were invited for the building work
and a contract was awarded to Relmfield Builders Limited of Bedford. The total funding, after
all loans were repaid, was made up of donations and grants as follows: -

The following local businesses provided donations amounting to £3,150
Frigoscandia

Kindale Limited
Granada

Autoglass
Ceetak Limited

ABB Industrial Systems
Pearce (Leisure Services) Limited

Grants were provided by the following organisations amounting to £15,180
Harpur Trust

Bedford Borough Council
E. B. Bedfordshire Limited

Donations were provided by the following amounting to £13,445
Priory Sailing Club members

Priory Sailing Club Funds
Bedfordshire Canoeists Association Funds

Total £31,775
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This total was matched by a grant from the National Lottery Sports Fund of £59,011 giving a
total of £90,786. This was spent in the following manner to complete the project: -

Extension to the Clubhouse 52.13%
Dinghy launching ramp   3.75%
Rescue boat (with road trailer) 10.62%
Eight dinghies and equipment 20.46%
Six Boards and equipment   5.82%
Six Canoes or Kayaks and equipment   7.22%

With the extensions to the Clubhouse completed and all the craft and equipment purchased, a
letter was sent to all those who had contributed to the Training Development Project to thank
them for their generous support and to invite them to the opening ceremony on 19th June 1999.
Mr. Michael Presland on behalf of Sport England presented a ceremonial cheque for £59,011
from the National Lottery Sports Fund, before the Mayor of Bedford, Councillor Mrs Carole
Ellis, formally opened the extensions to the Clubhouse and inspected and declared ready for use
the new craft of dinghies, windsurfing boards, canoes, kayaks and the rescue boat.

The roof of the new single-storey wet training room extension formed a large balcony with a
view of the lake. Monica Ogborn saw that this would make a splendid outdoor dining area, and
very generously equipped it with tables and chairs and provided garden bench seats for the
grounds below the extension. This day of celebration was a splendid conclusion to the two-year
project and a significant milestone in the club’s history.

Figure 21 – Receiving ceremonial cheque and formally opening the Clubhouse extensions.
Mr. Michael Presland on behalf of Sport England presenting the National Lottery Sports

Fund cheque for £59,011 to Roy Beard Chairman of Priory Water Sports Association
Limited, and the Mayor of Bedford, Councillor Carole Ellis, cutting the ribbon to open the

Clubhouse extensions 19th June 1999.
(Photographs supplied by Robin Steffens)
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The Club’s dinghy and board instructors attended courses and qualified as Club Racing Coaches
to provide informed race coaching for the young, and not so young, dinghy and board sailors. As
these young sailors, or Pirates as they were called, improved they progressed to the recently
formed group called Buccaneers, who concentrated on perfecting their race training.
The young board sailors, equipped with the new Alohas from the Training Development Project
and under the guidance of Club racing Coaches Andy and Julia Croft, were competing on a local

Figure 23 – “Christening” the new balcony.
The Mayor of Bedford, Councillor Carole Ellis (in white), enjoying a glass of

wine and the view of the Lake with members and friends on the new balcony over
the new wet training room following the opening ceremony. In the foreground are

two of the six new Laser Pico dinghies
(Photograph supplied by Robin Steffens)

Figure 22 – The new safety boat.
An Avon SR4 RIB and a Honda four stroke 40 hp outboard engine.

(Photograph supplied by Robin Steffens)
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and national level. The team progressed from the first round of the Volvo Regional Junior
Championship held at Priory, and on to the second round held at Farmoor reservoir near Oxford.
A team of 13 young Priory board sailors went to North Herts and East Beds Sailing Club and
came back with the team trophy.

Figure 24 – Board sailors putting new equipment to the test
(Photograph supplied by Andy Croft)

Figure 25 – Registration at Board Open Meeting in 2000
Around 40 competitors from Priory, the Seavets and London Board Sailing Association.

(Photograph supplied by Andy Croft)
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In October of 1999 four young Priory sailors made up a team of five from the Eastern Region
that entered the Twiname Board Sailing Finals at Poole Yacht Club. Here they were competing
against some of the National Squad fresh from the World championship in France. This was
indeed a new experience for the young Priory Sailors.
The board sailing Pirates and Buccaneers continued with their sailing at Priory Lake and in
events around the country during 2000. Many parents helped with the transportation to away
meetings and with the maintenance of the boards and sails, so ensuring the young sailors were
well equipped.
The year 1999 was notable for another interesting reason. Phil Young, working with the
Bedfordshire and Cambridgeshire Area Association, was instrumental in helping to set up a
Bedford and District Youth Sailing League for dinghy sailors.  Prior to this Phil had arranged for
Priory juniors to sail in the Cambs Youth League “by invitation”. The first Club outing was
made to the River Cam, with Marc Stanbridge, Alan Baker and Matthew Parkin undergoing a
rapid learning curve on a very different type of water. When the Bedford and District Youth
League started, a team from Priory, now equipped with new boats from the Training
Development Project, competed against teams from sailing clubs at Stewartby, North
Hertfordshire, Bedford School, Bedford Sailing Club and Emberton Park. This gave Priory
young dinghy sailors experience of sailing on different waters and against different helms, all of
which noticeably improved their own individual skills.

In the early days the Priory Team was only one or two strong, but by 2000, Alan and David
Baker, Hayley Larkin, Charlotte Masterson, Lindsey Norman, Ronnie and Holly Tasker sailed in
one or more events, with Alan achieving a second place at the Priory meeting in that year. The
year ended with the Club using its multi-trailer for the first time, taking a group of five to the
Beds/Cambs shoot-out at Hunts SC, from which they walked away with the Team Prize.

Figure 26 – Concentrating on close sailing in light winds.
Bedford & District Youth League 20th May 2000 at Priory.

(Photograph supplied by Robin Steffens)
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These performances encouraged others to follow, for in 2001 a ten-strong squad (now known as
the Buccaneers, supported by team coaches Tony Ogborn and Sue Baker, with valuable
assistance from Robin Steffens, Peter Barton, Phil Young and Roy Beard), represented the Club
and achieved even better results, culminating with a first at Priory (Alan Baker), as well as
second (David Baker), and fourth (Max Veglio-Taylor) positions for the best performances for
individual team members at Stewartby.

Alan Baker retired from junior competition this year but remained very much part of the team as
one of the coaches. In 2002, Paul Hunter joined the coaching side, and many of the juniors,
joined by others, did even better. Eight or nine helms from Priory attended each of the league
meetings, with a Priory member (David Baker or Alex Poxton) taking first place on each
occasion, and the team became the 2002 champions of the Bedford and District Youth League
for the first time. The Buccaneers who sailed for the Priory Team during these years were David
Baker, Alex and Sarah Poxton, Jon Jennings, Charlotte Masterson, Michael Shinkwin, Max, Ella
and Mia Veglio-Tayor, April Hill and Ed Hunter. 2003 saw David Baker move from competitor
to coach, and a very keen Priory team wanting to race, but unfortunately very few meetings
could be arranged, as most of the other clubs in the Youth League could not raise a team.  The
Club, with four new racing Toppers obtained from a Sports For All grant, therefore decided to
participate in Topper events, and in 2003 Buccaneers sailed in the Topper Nationals at Grafham
Water, and in a Topper Open at Haversham SC. This would seem to herald a new chapter for
Priory, which will host its first Topper Open in 2004
The Club became a Royal Yachting Association Volvo Champion Club in 1999, a distinction
recognising the necessary training facilities for developing young sailors with potential to make
progress towards national and Olympic champions. Club racing for boards and dinghies stopped
about the end of September, but such was the enthusiasm that a club Frostbite Series for dinghy
sailors was introduced from October to mid December 1999.

Figure 27 - Priory Youth Squad at Stewartby 2001
Back row: David & Alan Baker.

Middle row: Lindsey Norman, Charlotte Masterson, Max Veglio-Taylor
Front row: Alex Poxton, Sarah Poxton, Ella Veglio-Taylor, Jon Jennings

(Photograph supplied by Sue Baker)
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Tony Ogborn was therefore justifiably pleased with the progress the club had made during his
two years as Commodore, and that the new Commodore, Peter Barton, who was elected at the
AGM in November of 1999, was to inherit a well equipped club and a keen membership.
Unknown to Peter at the time was the success that the youth squad, the buccaneers, would
achieve during his stewardship.
Sailing for disabled sailors accompanied by club members was introduced on Wednesday
evenings in 2000, using Wanderer dinghies loaned by Bedford Modern School. For those people
whose disabilities prevented them from using the Wanderer, arrangements could be made for
them to sail at Grafham Water in Cambridgeshire with Grafham Water Sailability, with whom
Priory Sailing Club had a direct connection by providing able-bodied helpers. G W Sailability
was set up in 1993 and is a registered charity dedicated to providing dinghy sailing for disabled
people. A trimaran dinghy, specifically designed for their needs and known as the Challenger
class, provides very safe sailing for people with a wide range of disabilities, even those who are
wheelchair-bound. The Challenger, at just over 5 metres long and 3.5 metres wide across its
sponsons, is too large for Priory Lake, but it is ideal on the 3 mile by 1.5 mile Grafham Water.
Club race series for both boards and dinghies were very well supported. The dinghy sailors liked
the Frostbite series so much they repeated it for 2000 and planned another series, called the
Icicle Series, for 2001 to run in the New Year from January to March. Racing would then be
taking place throughout the whole year, the first time this has happened in the club’s history.
The year 2001 was eagerly awaited but there was a surprise in store.
A foot and mouth epidemic amongst cattle throughout the British Isles caused the Council to
close Priory Country Park on 28th February 2001 and therefore access to the Sailing Club was
not possible and all Club activities had to be cancelled. Although no affected cattle had been

Figure 28 – The new wet training room
being put to good use for a group of young sailors on an advanced sailing course.

(Photograph supplied by Paul Sharrock)
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Figure 29 – Some of the Buccaneers and their instructors
taking a break during RYA Red Badge Course 2002

(young sailors introduction to dinghy racing)
(Photograph supplied by Paul Sharrock)

detected in Bedfordshire, all access to footpaths, bridleways and Country Parks was closed to
reduce the risk of accidental transmission of the disease. This continued until 12th April 2001
when it was declared that the disease had been contained, at great loss to farming and
countryside businesses, and the Borough Council allowed the sailing club to reopen.
The calendar was rearranged and
the well-established Club
programmes of dinghy and board
events continued throughout the
rest of the year. At the end of the
year both Andy and Julia Croft
had other commitments and
decided to leave the committee
and give up their board coaching.
Board sailing at Priory had
become very popular during their
ten-year involvement.
Fortunately, 2002 was not
interrupted by any unwanted
events and the club had a very
satisfactory year except for the
lack of windsurfing activities. The
training programmes were very
well supported and many young
people were introduced to sailing
in the pleasant surroundings of the
Park, now well-established.
In addition, the quality and benefit of the Park for the local community was recognised at a
national level on November 7th 2002 when Priory Park
received the Green Flag Award. An explanation of this
award and an account of the presentation are given in
Appendix 1. Once an award is made, the management of
the park or green space must, in each successive year,
maintain or exceed their winning standard in order to
retain the award. The judges recommended that the Park
Managers, Bedford Borough Council, should set up a
liaison group made up of all the users of the park in order
that the Council would keep in touch with the users’ views
and comments to ensure that it was managing the Park to
the best advantage for the community.
The Council acted quickly, sending out an invitation on
22nd November 2002 to Park user groups, associations and
local communities inviting them to the first meeting of
Priory Country Park Liaison Group (PCPLG) on 22nd

January 2003. This seems remarkably similar to PLUG
(Priory Lake Users Group) set up by North Bedford
Borough Council in 1978/79 to bring together the
interested parties when the lake was being planned, except
that the representation is now much wider. The

Priory Country Park Liaison Group
2003

Angler/Disability Awareness
Bedfordshire Bird Club
British Waterways
BTCV
Cardington Canoe Slalom
Conservation Officer
Cycling Campaign for North Beds
Dog Warden
DSD Contracting
Environment Agency
Friends Group
Green Gym
Happy Dog Training
Ivel and Ouse Countryside Project
Local Church Youth worker
Parks Liaison Officer
Police
Priory Country Park Ranger
Priory Marina Beefeater
Priory Water Sports Association Limited
Riverside Residents Association
The Wildlife Trust, Priory Country Park
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representation at the last meeting of PCPLG in 2003 is shown in the table on the previous page.
The Park retained its Green Flag Award at its next annual inspection, and so retains this
prestigious recognition for 2004.
Sue Baker became Commodore for 2002 and 2003. Sue ensured that the momentum in the
Club’s programmes continued as she brought to bear her infectious enthusiasm, particularly with
the dinghy Pirates and Buccaneers’ training programmes, as already explained. Sadly, however,
the board training programmes began to fall away as no one was able to fill the void left by
Andy and Julia. None-the-less the Club did have two very successful years with novel events
being introduced to challenge the members as Sue’s Report to the AGM of 2003 demonstrates
for that year. Sue wrote: -
Once again I am pleased to be reporting a successful year for the Club, with members involved in a wide
range of activities and events.
The dinghy racing season has been well attended with good turnouts at all events.  We introduced a new
Olympic Series this year, which has been fairly well attended in its first season, and thanks must go to
John Howard for sponsoring the prizes for this event.  It has been particularly encouraging to see so
many youngsters entering the racing events, and their developing expertise has certainly kept the more
experienced of us on our toes.  The youth squad, encouraged and supported by Tony Ogborn, Paul
Hunter, Graeme Tumber and Chris Jennings have made excellent use of the four new racing Toppers,
which I reported on last year, and were purchased with a Sports For All grant.  The squad attended two
external events during the year, the last one at Haversham SC, but the highlight of the year still has to be
the Topper Open at Grafham SC.   Not only were there over 250 competitors, but also there was a steady
force 5, real waves and cold wind and spray, making the conditions very different from anything our
youngsters had been used to.  I was very proud, but not surprised, at the courage and determination
shown by everyone over that weekend, and it was a delight to share their enthusiasm and enjoyment.
The Club hosted the Heron and Streaker Opens again this year in September, and the Heron Association
elected for this event to be their National Championships.  It was an excellent day for racing, and the
best attended Heron National in recent years.  Thanks go to Roy Beard for being race officer and
organising most of the day.  As the number of visitors grows, however, we must look to persuading even
more volunteers to help out.
The downturn in popularity of windsurfing has continued, though on windy occasions, there is still a
sound turnout.  Unfortunately, we have no instructors at the Club, and we are no longer a recognised
RYA centre for windsurfing.  Let us hope this is only temporary.  Canoeing, on the other hand, has been
growing steadily in popularity, encouraged by the activities of Brian Stanbridge.  Brian, who is to be
congratulated on recently gaining the RYA Senior Instructor Award, has been instrumental in developing
water-based activities for children through his work with the Borough Council.  Throughout the summer,
children have been introduced to water sports during the week, and in after school clubs and holiday
play schemes.  At weekends throughout the season, Tony Ogborn has continued to run the Pirates
sessions, which have been extremely popular.  Research has shown that most of the new members to the
Club this year have joined either because their children have already been to Pirates, or they have
children who want to learn to sail.  Since the future of the Club is dependent on new members, it
illustrates the value of investing in training, and I would like to thank everyone who has given their time
to help Tony.  With the development of the training side of the Club and the growth and investment in
Club equipment, however, has come the issue of security, and I wish to return to this later in today’s
meeting.
I would like to sum up my term of office as Commodore, by thanking everyone on the Committee who has
supported me over the last two years.  As you may be aware, the first meeting of the new Committee is for
the Committee members to volunteer for some of the many jobs that need doing – and the jobs list is
pinned up on the notice board.  You can see how busy your Committee has been, and on your behalf, I
would like to thank everyone.  Tony, Brian, Chris, Paul and Graeme’s work with young children has
already been mentioned, and in addition Chris has been assisting sailors who are disabled to sail on
Wednesday evenings.  Paul Sharrock continues his sterling work behind the scenes with the website, and
collating the results from all the races.  Mark Ingledew has fought hard with the shrubs and bushes on
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site, and he, Mark Norman and Chris Gogarty have supported the windsurfing side of the Club on Open
Days.  Peter Milburn is also one who works more behind the scenes as Treasurer, and he and his wife
Ann have been in charge of organising the Barn Dance this year, which looks as if it will be a sell-out.
Alex Poxton, as junior rep, has made valuable contributions at meetings, and he and other members of
the youth squad have taken it upon themselves to look after the racing Toppers.  Thanks too, to Richard
Maddison, for volunteering to fill the vacant post of Secretary, and also helping Brian on the training
side.  Last, but not least, my special thanks go to Margaret and Geordie Hindmarsh, who are retiring
after a few years as the Catering Corps, and who, I know you all agree, have done a superb job at all our
social occasions.
In addition, however, I would like to thank all those who support the Club in other ways, and who are not
on the Committee.  To Roy Beard who does a marvellous job on Telltales, who organises the annual
calendar, and who also helps sailors who are disabled on Wednesdays; to Monica Ogborn for her
generous donation of our new furniture; to Phil Young for helping to maintain our Toppers; and to Colin
Tellam who organised the replacement of the stairway, and who, with Andy Croft and a few others,
helped to fit the new one.
Finally, I wish to look to next year – our 25th anniversary.  I know that the new Committee will be
planning a special celebration, and that Roy has been undertaking some research into the Club’s history.
I am really looking forward to the next season, and wish the new Commodore and the new Committee
every success.  Thank you.

Sue Baker, Commodore, 16th November 2003

Although not written with this in mind, Sue’s report to the 2003 AGM seems a perfect summary
of the Club’s achievements and an appropriate point to conclude this account of the History of
Priory Sailing Club to 2004. In addition to all the club activities since 1987 when the clubhouse
was built, local schools have used the facilities during term time from April through to
September, when sailing is permitted on weekdays. Bedford, Bedford Modern, Bedford High
and Dame Alice Harpur Schools, and in recent years, De Montfort University, have been
frequent users. Local scout groups and other groups, including the Friends of Young Deaf, have
annual Introduction to Sailing evenings.
Whatever the aspirations were of those involved with the concept and creation of the sailing club
it would seem reasonable to assume that they have not been disappointed. The Club is in a sound
and healthy state, continuing to introduce new events and ideas to satisfy a keen and active
membership, ranging in age from 7 to 77 years. Records show that from 1993 four hundred and
forty nine young people have been introduced to dinghy sailing, and from 1996 to 2000 three
hundred and sixty young people have been introduced to board sailing. Since there was a cadet
class of membership, under 17 years of age, when the club was formed in 1979, the total number
of young people introduced to dinghy or board sailing, and in some cases both, must be over
1000. A very good reason for looking forward to celebrating the Club’s 25th Anniversary.
Keeping everyone informed of the club’s activities and ideas has been a key factor in its success.
An account of how this was achieved follows. The final chapter “Pre-history of Priory Sailing
Club” gives an insight into what was on the site before the Sailing Club was born, or perhaps
why it was born!
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PRIORY SAILING CLUB
1980

NEWSLETTER

Hello Sailor!          Just a few important dates for your diary.

Friday, March 28th – “Informal Get Together” in the King’s Arms, Bedford.

All members new and old would be welcome to come along to the back
room of the King’s Arms at 7.00 and meet the club officers and talk about
sailing.

Saturday, March 29th– Sailing at Priory

Saturday/Sunday, June 7th/8th – District Sea Cadets Regatta on Priory
Lake. All members are welcome to attend and join in the racing.

Sunday, June 22nd – The Canoeists Association will be using the lake and
NO SAILING will take place on that day.
See you on March 28th in the King’s Arms.

(Signed) Paul Cochrane

COMMUNICATIONS

Any group with a common interest must have some means of communicating with all those
involved to keep everyone informed and cooperating together for their common purpose. Priory
Sailing Club lost no time in producing its first newsletter for members. After its formation on 3rd

July 1979, the club’s first sail a month later on the 4th August, and then the first full meeting of
the club on 4th October 1979, the club’s first newsletter went out early in 1980. It was concise
but clear and in those early days when its membership must have been increasing it was already
speaking of old and new members, as the newsletter from 1980, reproduced below, shows.

In 1984 the committee, with Taff Brand as its Commodore, decided to give the newsletter a
name. The name chosen was Telltales after the telltales on a sail showing which way the wind is
blowing, and the “tales” that Taff Brand was known to tell in the newsletters!

In the winter of 1985 the committee invited members to enter a competition to devise a club logo
and a design for the front cover of the newsletter Telltales. Colin Tellam, a chartered quantity
surveyor, the significance of which was to become appreciated later with his help with the
building of the clubhouse and its extension, had just joined the club and submitted his entry for
the Club Logo of an outline of a dinghy in black and a sailboard in white combined (reproduced
below) and won the competition. Liz Bass won the prize for the cover page of Telltales for her
stylised impression of a dinghy in full sail, also reproduced below. The prizes were sweatshirts,
which were presented to each of them at the “Laying Up Supper” held that year at the Aircraft
Research Establishment in Manton Lane Bedford.
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The logo and cover design appeared on the cover page of all the 1986 Telltales and then only the
logo was used for subsequent issues and on all club letters.

 
Colin Tellam’s winning Logo 1985                     Liz Bass’s winning cover design 1985

The next phase in communications came in January 2001 when Phil Young, a member and RYA
Principal, prepared the club’s first website under the address of www.priorysc.org.uk. This gave
members with access to the internet up to date information about the club, its events and race
results. Telltales continued to be sent by post to every member about 4 or 5 times a year, but
now the logo had been extended to include the website address.

In March 2002 Paul Sharrock, a new member to the club, took over from Phil Young and
extended the website to include mailing messages to members direct, and later that year he
included the newsletter Telltales. At the start of 2003 Telltales was sent out only by e-mail
unless members had asked for a copy by post.
The size of the newsletters varied from the single sheet for the first issue, shown on the previous
page, to 18 pages for the Summer 1989 Telltales. The first issue in 2003 to go out by e-mail was
a mere eight pages. The 2003 Christmas edition of Telltales was also eight pages long, the first
of which is reproduced on the next page, showing the New Commodore, Chris Jennings, already
preparing for celebrations for the 2004 events, including the Club’s 25th anniversary.
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TELLTALESTELLTALESTELLTALESTELLTALES
The Journal of Priory Sailing Club 

Ch r is tm a s  2 0 0 3  
www.priorysc.org.uk 

COMMODORE’S COLUMN
For the past two years Sue Baker has been filling this Column with her comments, thoughts and wishes during her
term as your Commodore, and very interesting, thought provoking and entertaining reading it has been. All of this
and her splendid stewardship and enthusiasm have made a large contribution to the success of the Club during these
past two years. Much has been achieved. Thank you Sue.

I would like to thank you, our members, for voting me as your Commodore for the next two years. I will try to
continue the standard that Sue has set. I have a very good Committee to help me, so I am sure we will provide you
with interesting and enjoyable sailing and social occasions.

One of the first tasks for my “new” Committee and me is to prepare the calendar of events for next year. A wish
was expressed at the Annual General Meeting that the events for next year should be the same as 2003. While we
will keep the main club racing series and one-day special events in the calendar, there is a special occasion that we
want to include for next year. Some time in July we want to celebrate the Club’s 25th anniversary and this will
require “adjusting” our normal events to accommodate these celebrations - more about this in the New Year.
Meanwhile, the events for Boxing Day - this was a new event in 2002 and was so successful it is included to round
off this year - and the events for the beginning of next year are shown below. The full calendar for 2004/5 will be
available in February.

I am very pleased to start my term in Office with the news from the AGM that membership fees for next year will
remain unchanged. This has been achieved by being prudent and careful with our expenditure. Taking Telltales by
e-mail has helped along with all the voluntary assistance given by members throughout the year.

I would like to wish all members a very happy Christmas and good sailing for the New Year.
Chris Jennings

RAIN DID NOT STOP EXPEDITION!
In spite of prolonged and at times very heavy rain from Friday night through Saturday and Sunday 22nd and 23rd

November, the planned island pruning expedition went ahead on the Saturday, thanks to a few who braved the cold
and very wet conditions. Some work still remains to be completed so another expedition is planned for the weekend
of 17th and 18th January, weather permitting. As before, a ferry service will run from about 9 am on the Saturday and
about 10 am on the Sunday.

FORTHCOMING EVENTSFORTHCOMING EVENTSFORTHCOMING EVENTSFORTHCOMING EVENTS
Friday December 26 Boxing Day Boxing Day Event - sailing, coffee and mince pies from 11.00  - see page 2
Wednesday January 1 New Year’s
Day New Year Social and Icicle race for boards and dinghies - see page 2
Sunday January 25 Start of the Dinghy Icicle Series. First race at 11.00
Sunday February 1 Start of the club’s financial year—don’t forget to pay your subscription!
Weekend February 7 & 8 Power boat safety update for qualified club members– see page 7
Weekend February 21 & 22 Working day to get the club shipshape for the new season - see page 3
Weekend March 6 & 7 Working day to get the club shipshape for the new season - see page 3
Sunday March 21 Dinghy Icicle Series ends today with races 13 & 14
March 28 Sunday All-fools race for boards and dinghies
April 1 Thursday Winter restrictions remain in force up to this date - see page 2
Weekend April 3 & 4 Power boat training course - see page 7
April 4 Sunday Start of the dinghy Spring Series
April 11 Sunday First of the Buccaneers afternoon sessions
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PRE-HISTORY OF PRIORY SAILING CLUB

Without the lake in Priory Country Park, the sailing club would not have been created. So the
first question that arises is how, when and why were the lake and the Country Park formed?

Priory Country Park2

After the end of the Second World War, probably from about the 1950s to around the mid to late
1970s, much of the land that now forms the Park was excavated for sand and gravel to satisfy the
building requirements for the expansion of Bedford, the construction of the M1 motorway and
the building of the new city of Milton Keynes.

When exhausted, the northern pits were filled with domestic rubbish during the early 1970s.
This fill was later covered with a layer of fly ash from the Goldington Power station, located just
north of the site, and then finished with a layer of topsoil, which was sown with grass seed and
planted with trees. The non-filled pits, the largest of which was the last to be excavated from
1973 to 19773, were flooded about 1979 to form the main Lake and the Finger Lakes.
Bedford Borough Council developed Priory Country Park over six years from 1978 to 1984 at a
cost of £400,000. The Sports Council contributed towards the Sailing Club and the Canoe
Slalom. The Park, shown together with other related features in the aerial photograph Figure 33
on page 42, is about 300 acres, and the main Lake is about 68 acres. In 1985 the Visitors Centre
and the car parks were built. The Visitors Centre is built on piled foundations with the floor of
the building elevated above the ground to allow any methane gas from the buried waste to

Figure 30 – Gravel Extraction, northern pits, 1950s and 1960s
Goldington Power Station in the background in operation

(Photograph supplied by Nick Hall, Conservation Officer, Bedford Borough Council)
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escape and not enter the building. The elevated floor also helps to protect the building from
flooding. Priory Visitors Centre was opened on 28 September 1986 by Valerie Singleton of Blue
Peter fame.
The Country Park is not a true Nature Reserve but has been designed and is managed for a
variety of activities. These include sailing and canoeing, coarse fishing, kite flying, dog walking,
picnicking and taking the fresh air, as well as offering a nature study for both adults and
children. The management work has been very successful as the “Overview of the Natural
History of Priory Country Park” in Appendix 2 shows.
Without the gravel deposit there would perhaps not have been any cause to dig a hole to form a
lake and without a lake there might not have been any incentive to create a country park. So how
was the gravel deposit formed? Sue Baker, an active member of the sailing club, is a trained
geologist, and has provided the following geological explanation.
The oldest rocks discovered from borehole data, are Lower Palaeozoic, and show that 500
million years ago, Bedford was a deep sea. This gradually got shallower as the mountains of
Wales and Scotland were forming, and by 400 million years ago Bedford was part of a huge
landmass. Not much evidence of this remains because during the periods of the Devonian and
then the Carboniferous, (when coal was being laid down in estuaries further north), the
landscape around Bedford was being eroded away. Then 270 million years ago, there was
further uplift related to mountains being built in Europe (the Variscan Period), and throughout
the Permo-Triassic, the area was a desert.
By the early Jurassic Period, Bedford was once again a shallow sea, but by the late Jurassic, the
Oxford Clay (which underlies much of Bedford) shows it was the bottom of a deep ocean, with
evidence of swimming dinosaurs (Plesiosaurs). But 145 million years ago, at the junction of the
Jurassic and Cretaceous, there was once again uplift, and the Bedford area was part of a
landmass with huge rivers flowing south. Although there is no direct evidence, it is likely that
dinosaurs roamed around, and pterosaurs took to the air. About 115 million years ago, sea levels
rose gradually (the Woburn Sands were deposited, then the Gault Clay, then the Greensand) and
finally 97 million years ago there were idyllic warm clear clean waters in which the chalk was
laid down. Around this time a period of violent mountain building in Europe began as the Alps
were formed, and the Bedford area felt the shock waves, once more becoming land. Throughout
this period called the Tertiary period, lasting about 70 million years, the chalk was completely
eroded away from Bedford, leaving the Oxford Clay exposed, and the area witnessed the
appearance of mammals, and the evolution of birds and flowering plants.
One million years ago the Quaternary Period started, which saw the final evolution of the
landscape to its present form. This is the period of the Ice Ages, and intervening warmer periods
much like today, but only one Ice Age, (the Anglian) 400,000 years ago, saw the ice reach as far
south as Bedford. The ice carried tons of rock fragments, which it had eroded from the landscape
further north, and as the ice melted this material was left behind as thick deposits of clay, sand
and gravel over the whole area – you could say Priory was born. These deposits are called
Glacial Till, and are full of rock fragments and fossils originating from further north – including
Bunter sandstone pebbles, white quartz pebbles, flints and the bullet shaped fossils of
Belemnites. The melting ice formed huge rivers and the early course of the Great Ouse was
established. Sabre-toothed tigers and later woolly mammoths would have roamed the region, and
the first humans would have migrated into the area. As the ice from the last Ice Age melted some
10,000 years ago, a large swollen River Great Ouse carved through the surface deposits, washing
out the finer sediment and leaving sand and gravel in the valley, rarely more than 2m to 3m
thick. As the water levels fell, these deposits were left alongside the riverbanks and are known as
River Terrace Deposits ……..…. and the rest – is history!
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Iron Age and Roman Farmsteads4

Prior to the gravel extraction, aerial photography indicated the presence of previous occupation,
and Bedfordshire County Council established through excavations from 1972 to 1975 that there
was an Iron Age (from c.700 BC) farmstead located in the northern part of the main lake, Figure
33. Following the Roman occupation from 43 AD to the early fifth century, a Romanised Villa-
farmstead occupied the same site. From the archaeological finds it is reported that the original
building underwent development and reorganisation and at one time may have had underfloor
heating and a bathhouse, depicted in Figure 31.

The next fifteen hundred years saw the land being used for meadows and arable farming, with
visitors from passing river traffic, some hostile and some friendly.

Newnham Priory5, 6 and 7

Priory Country Park and Priory Sailing Club take their names from Newnham Priory, founded
by Simon de Beauchamp in 1166. He died in 1206. The Priory was located on the site of the
current Aspects Leisure Complex. The grounds of the Priory contained fishponds for holding
fish caught from the river until they were needed for the table. The remains of some of these
fishponds are still evident between the Marina, the embankment of the old railway (now a cycle
track and footpath) and the river (Figures 328 and 33). Additional fishponds were lost when the
gravel was extracted to form the current Priory Marina.

Figure 31 – Plan of Bathhouse of Roman Villa
(Drawing supplied by Historic Environment Record Bedfordshire County Council)
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The Priory was demolished in 1541, under orders of King Henry VIII (1491 – 1547). Henry
dissolved all monasteries after Cardinal Wolsey would not give him a divorce from Katherine of
Aragon so that he could marry Anne Boleyn.
The task of demolishing the Priory fell to John Gostwick of Willington6 and 7, who served as
commissioner for the dissolution of Newnham Priory. John Gostwick was at one time Master of
the Horse to Cardinal Wolsey and later Master of the Horse to Henry VIII, having managed to
survive the downfall of the Cardinal. He became Justice of the Peace for Bedford in 1534 and
was knighted in 1540. John Gostwick transported stone from the demolished Priory to
Willington to the Gostwick family home and built a dovecot and stables. These still remain and
may been seen at Willington, where they are now in the care of the National Trust.

In the mid 1500s a large red brick mansion house9 was built on the site of the Priory and owned
by Sir Robert Catlin, Chief Justice of the Queen’s Bench, who died in 1574. The brick remains
of part of a garden wall of the house can be seen in the car park of the Aspects Leisure Complex.
A metre depth of soil was brought in to cover the grounds of the old Priory site to form the
grounds and garden of the mansion house. A wall, built with stone recovered from the
demolished Priory, probably enclosed these grounds and garden. Parts of this wall can be seen in
Barkers Lane and between the Sailing Club and the Marina. Although the wall is often referred
to as the “Priory Wall” or “Roman Wall”, it did not surround and mark the boundary of the
Priory nor was it part of the Roman occupation, as it would seem that it was not built until some
time after the Priory had been demolished in 1541.

Figure 32 – Remains of Fishponds and Priory Precinct boundary
(Drawing supplied by Historic Environment Record 8 Bedfordshire County Council)
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River Great Ouse and Railways
The River Great Ouse, which passes to the south of the Priory Lake, rises in the uplands of the
Buckinghamshire and Northamptonshire border and flows into the Wash at Kings Lynn. It is 155
miles long of which the last 16 miles are tidal10. The river has been used for transportation over
many years, sometimes for peaceful purposes, at other times for hostile reasons.
From 835 AD for about 30 years the Danes6 invaded the north and east of England, and during
this period came inland using the rivers including the Great Ouse, and at some time probably
camped at Willington. In 917 AD the Danes of Huntingdon6 advanced on Bedford. It is reported
that they established a camp at Tempsford before making their advance, but were repelled.
Some seven hundred years later, in the early 17th century, the River was being used for peaceful
movement of goods. Joyce Godber6 reports that coal was transported from Newcastle to Kings
Lynn and then up the Ouse to St Ives, from where it was moved 26 miles by road to Bedford.
The river from St Ives to Bedford had shallows, fords, mills and weirs, making it difficult to
navigate. Millers compounded this problem by holding water back for their mills, so lowering
the water levels downstream even further. At this time the river belonged to the owners of the
adjoining land and they had an interest in promoting river traffic since they charged a toll on
those passing through their stretch of the river.
Joyce Godber records that Arnold Spencer of Cople gained ownership of the river in 1617 and
by 1625 had built sluices between St Ives and St Neots. It seems that the sluices were made of
timber and contained a gate to hold back water ahead of where the river changed levels over a
shallows section. Water would be released by operating the gate, and the boats (or lighters)
could be floated down the sluice and shallows and hauled up with ropes and pulleys, perhaps
with the use of horses, to move from one level to another. By 1689 the first lighters got through
to Bedford, where wharfs had been built to receive coal, timber, grain, malt, iron, salt & wine!
The population of Bedford was then probably around 2000, the town having received its charter
in 1684.
Locks were constructed later to replace the sluices, and the river traffic flourished over the next
200 years to make Bedford an important inland trading port. In 1811 the Mayor of Bedford6 tried
to raise the funds for creating a link between the River and the new Grand Junction Canal at
Leighton Buzzard that connected to the new Grand Union Canal serving the Midlands, so that
the cargoes could go right into the heartland of England. The proposed link was through
Marston, Lidlington, Wavendon and Wroughton and joining the Grand Junction Canal about
three miles north of Fenny Strafford, a distance of 14 miles. The estimated cost of £100,000 was
not raised and the scheme was therefore never realised.
During the second half of the 1800s, railways were developed and gradually took trade from the
river. The Bedford to Sandy railway was constructed in 1862, and a drainage channel, the New
Cut, was built in conjunction with the section that passed along the north side of what is now
Priory Country Park. The last commercial river operator was probably the Ouse Transport
Company11 from 1893 to 1897. They had a steam-powered launch to pull barges. By the end of
the 1800s the river between St Ives and Bedford was no longer navigable as the locks had fallen
into disrepair through lack of use.
In 1952 locks had been restored up to Tempsford but eight lock structures between Tempsford
and Bedford needed repair or rebuilding10. The Bedford to Sandy railway line was closed down
in 1967. In 1971 the last of the locks (at Cardington just behind the Park) was restored, and
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Bedford was again open to the sea. This time, however, it was not for trading but for pleasure
craft and to assist flood control in winter. To celebrate the occasion Bedford held a River
Festival and boats from a very wide area of the country converged on Bedford. The Festival has
been repeated almost every other year, and one is due to be held on July 3rd in 2004, the date of
Priory Sailing Club’s 25th Anniversary!
It is also interesting that the link between the river and the Grand Junction Canal proposed by the
Mayor of Bedford in 1811 is being proposed again, this time by British Waterways (which
acquired the lease on Priory Marina and Chandlery in 2000) and this time not for commercial
traffic, but for leisure craft!

Fields and Hospitals
Before the gravel extractions began some time in the 1950s the area was grassland or arable land
for crops, as it had been for centuries. Max Lock Group (architects), who were commissioned by
Bedford Town Council, published a report10 in 1952, which contains a map dated 1951 showing
fields with an Isolation Hospital and an Observation Hospital where Priory Country Park now
stands. The Isolation Hospital was near where the Visitors Centre is now located and the
Observation Hospital near to where the motel now stands. A person who lived nearby
remembers the Isolation Hospital as a single-storey wooden building and that it was in use in the
late 1930s. Since it is shown on the Max Lock Group’s map, perhaps it was still in use in 1951.
It is therefore not surprising that the Group make no mention of plans for a park on the site of
these Hospitals in their report.
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APPENDIX 1
PRIORY COUNTRY PARK RECEIVES GREEN FLAG AWARD

Thursday 7 November 2002 was a pleasant
day, not just because it was a glorious sunny
autumn day with a clear blue sky sandwiched
between two very wet and miserable days, but
also because it was the day of the
presentation, to Bedford Borough Council, of
the Green Flag Award for Priory Country
Park.

“What is a Green Flag Award”, you may ask?

The Green Flag Award scheme recognises
and encourages standards in parks and green
spaces. It is independently run by a steering
group comprising national public and
voluntary sector organisations and informed
individuals, and is managed by The Civic
Trust. The criteria that they are looking for in
a park or green space are environmental
sustainability and community involvement.
The scheme has the backing in England of the
government’s Office of the Deputy Prime
Minster, and of the Countryside Agency,
Shanks First, English Nature and English
Heritage. In Wales it has the backing of
Shanks First and the Countryside Council for
Wales.

Once an award is made, the management of
the park or green space must, in each
successive year, maintain or exceed their
winning standard in order to retain the award.
The scheme was launched in 1996. Seven
awards were made in 1997 and 125 were
made in 2002, including for the first time the
award for Priory Country Park.

Nick Hall, Conservation Officer for Bedford
Borough Council, submitted an application
for Priory Country Park earlier in the year.
Following a two-day inspection and response
to a lengthy questionnaire, the Park was
granted the Green Flag Award. This is the
first award made in Bedfordshire and one of
only twelve made this year in the Eastern
Region, which runs from the Thames Estuary
to the Wash and from west of Milton Keynes
to the East Coast, a large area. Now it was on
7 November that Nick travelled to Bexley to

receive the Award. He kindly invited Roy
Beard to accompany him to represent Priory
Water Sports Association.

The presentations were made at the
magnificent Tudor mansion, Hall Place &
Gardens, built in 1537 for Sir John
Champreys, Lord Mayor of London, with the
gardens on the bank of the river Cray in the
London Borough of Bexley. Hall Place &
Gardens was itself an award winner in 1997
and has retained the award every year to date.
The gardens are about the size of Priory Lake
and attract 250,000 visitors a year. The Hall
and Gardens are worthy of a visit, and
entrance is free.

Tony McNulty, MP and Regeneration
Minister, gave a Keynote Address in which he
made it plain that the government were
determined to see the scheme succeed to
improve the environment and recreational
facilities around our homes and places of
work throughout England and Wales.
Penelope, Viscountess Cobham, Chairman of
the Civic Trust, explained how the scheme
was managed. Other speakers gave examples
of winning projects to show that no project
was too small, for example the size of two
allotments managed by young children, or too
large for consideration for an award.

Lunch followed for the 300 hundred or so
guests in a marquee splendidly set out,
including hanging chandeliers.

Members of the Priory Water Sports
Association and visitors alike have always
appreciated the splendid setting for their
water sports at Priory, and now this has been
recognised at a national level. Congratulations
to Bedford Borough Council, to Nick Hall
and all the staff and friends of the Park on the
Award.

To appreciate the diversity of the plant and
wild life in the Park, do read Errol Newman’s
overview in the following pages.
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APPENDIX 2
OVERVIEW OF THE NATURAL HISTORY OF PRIORY COUNTRY PARK

 Errol Newman, Park Ranger.

The Park forms an important part of one of
the main wildlife corridors into the town and
is recognised as such in the Local Plan. The
wooded areas (plantations) were planted
between 1978 & 1984 and the main expanse
of grassland is a capped, domestic rubbish tip.
The main areas of conservation interest are
the Finger Lakes and Fishponds and, to a
lesser extent, the Main Lake. Having said
that, the whole park is classified as a County
Wildlife Site, mainly for its birds and
dragonflies, and for certain flower species that
are scarce in the county.

Birds – the park is one of the prime bird-
watching sites in the county, with 207 species
recorded in or over the park to date (2003). It
has accumulated 14 “county firsts”, including
the first, true, inland record of Radde’s
Warbler, from the Far East, which was caught
in a mist net. In an average week, 60 species
are recorded, rising to 80 at peak “passage”
times, with 125-145 different ones in any
year.
The lakes attract many species of wildfowl,
31 in all; in winter, several hundred Pochards
may be present on the main lake, along with
divers, rare grebes and sea birds such as
Fulmar, Kittiwake or Little Auk. The shyer
species, like Gadwall and Teal, prefer the
Fingers, as do the nesting swans. Ten
different raptors (birds of prey) have been
noted and the Osprey puts in an appearance
most years in spring or autumn. The
spectacular Peregrine Falcon (in winter) and
Hobby (in summer) often hunt over the area.
Then there are the 28 types of wader that are
using the river valley as a migration route,
including the second ever Red-necked
Phalarope in Bedfordshire. At dawn and dusk
in winter, it is possible to see large flocks of
Lapwing and Golden Plover wheeling over
the site. Gulls are a dominant feature from
late summer until spring, when they depart for
their breeding grounds. They are replaced in
summer by terns hunting for small fish along

the waterways, the rarest of which was a
Caspian Tern, a “county second”. Owls are
scarce but woodpeckers are quite common.
There are eighty species of songbird, of which
approximately half could be considered
“common”, but the 15 members of the
warbler family are the most popular with
birders during the summer months because of
their delicate and tuneful songs. The
plantations are managed mainly for nesting
habitat, and various nest boxes have also been
erected. The Nightingale has nested in most
years recently and the “red listed” Bullfinch is
a local speciality that is becoming very scarce
elsewhere. During winter, roosts form at dusk
and can consist of hundreds of Crows,
Jackdaws and Wood Pigeons. Smaller roosts
of finches occur in the scrub, and buntings in
the reeds. Rarities have included Water Pipit,
Black Redstart, Cetti’s and Yellow-browed
Warblers, Pied Flycatcher, Penduline Tit,
Firecrest, all three Shrikes and Crossbill.
A bird-ringing programme contributes
specifically to one of the headline indicators
of sustainable development in the UK.
Recoveries of ringed birds include a
Cormorant from the Dutch polders, a Mute
Swan ringed as a cygnet to Edgbaston, a Sand
Martin from a Cumbrian colony, a wintering
Blackbird to Sweden, a young Cetti’s Warbler
from Beachy Head, two Reed Warblers to
Senegal, a Lesser Whitethroat to migrating
through Belgium, a Blackcap killed in
Morocco, a colour-ringed Chiffchaff from
Senegal and a Linnet to Tyne & Wear.
Flowers – just over 400 species of flowering
plant have been located within the park. The
grass areas, and the margins especially, are
managed to provide a diverse flora, which in
turn provides a wide variety of food plants for
many invertebrates at the lower end of the
food chain. Over 20 of these plants are
considered “significant” and are regularly
mapped and taken special care of. Of interest
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is the Tall Broomrape, a plant parasitic on
Greater Knapweed.
Mammals – 30 species of mammal have been
recorded including the scarce Water Shrew,
five species of bat, the now rare and protected
Water Vole, Badger, Otter, Weasel and the
much maligned Reeve’s Muntjac deer. As I
write this, two Otters are playing and fishing
in the Fingers – even though it’s snowing
hard!
Fish – 27 species of fish have been caught,
including the Brown Trout. We have Bullhead
and three types of Loach, all protected under
European law. The scarcer species include
Silver Bream, Crucian Carp, Barbel (a game
fish), Ruffe and the 10-spined Stickleback.
The main lake was noted for its large head of
Common Bream and Roach – until the
Cormorant invasion started in 1994! The
largest fish ever was a 36lb Carp but other
record fish include a 30lb Pike, a 27lb Wels
Catfish, a 9lb Bream, a 9lb Chub, an 8lb
Barbel, a 7lb Eel, a 4lb Perch and a 2lb Rudd.
Reptiles & Amphibians – the area around
Fingers in particular is a good breeding,
feeding and wintering area for this group that
includes two newts, two toads and a frog, a
lizard and a snake. None of these is very
common. The latest colonist is the Midwife
Toad, where the male carries the eggs on his
back until they are ready to hatch. There is
also the Troost’s Terrapin (or Slider), an
American species kept as a pet, that has been
dumped in various places in the park, and
which now poses a threat to all our native
“herptiles”.
Butterflies – 26 species have been recorded
over the years. Every year the wardens

undertake a transect survey and recent results
have indicated a collapse in the populations of
many species and the loss of five others. This
may have been caused by the disastrous
floods of April 1998. The spangled, shade-
loving Speckled Wood may be the most
common and is certainly one of the last to be
seen in autumn. In certain years we receive
invasions of Painted Lady and Clouded
Yellow from the continent.
Moths – there are probably around 400 moth
species in the park. Unfortunately, trapping
has only taken place on two occasions,
yielding just over 110 identified species.
Grass-hoppers & Crickets - nine species have
been identified, so far. In 1997, Roesels Bush-
cricket colonised the park as part of its
northward march across the country.
Dragonflies & Damselflies – there are nine
species of damselfly and ten species of
dragonfly present on the site. These include
the beautifully coloured Banded Demoiselle
and the scarce White-legged Damselfly that
prefer the river margins, and the large Hairy
Dragonfly, which first colonised the county
here in 1997, and, more recently in 2001, the
Small Red-eyed Damselfly. This latter species
only occurred in Britain for the first time in
1999 and our thriving colony is the furthest
north to date.
As well as the above, the park rangers are
collecting more species data on the following:
land & aquatic molluscs, fungi, lichens and
mosses, and the many groups of invertebrates
(insects such as ladybirds, bees & wasps, ants,
ground & water beetles, bugs and flies).
Oh and by the way, watch out for the hornets!
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APPENDIX 3

PRIORY SAILING CLUB COMMODORES &
PRIORY WATER SPORTS ASSOCIATION LIMITED CHAIRMEN

Year Priory Sailing Club
Commodores

Priory Water Sports Association Limited
Chairmen

1979 E C (Ed) Barker
1980 E J (Taff) Brand
1981 E J (Taff) Brand
1982 E J (Taff) Brand
1983 E J (Taff) Brand John Graham*
1984 E J (Taff) Brand John Graham*
1985 E J (Taff) Brand Paul Russell
1986 John Williams Paul Russell
1987 John Williams Derrick (Copper) Harper
1988 John Williams Derrick (Copper) Harper
1989 John Williams Derrick (Copper) Harper
1990 Jim Lloyd Derrick (Copper) Harper
1991 Jim Lloyd Derrick (Copper) Harper
1992 Jim Lloyd Colin Tellam
1993 Jim Lloyd Colin Tellam
1994 Colin Tellam Colin Tellam
1995 Collin Tellam Colin Tellam
1996 Andy Croft Brian Stanbridge
1997 Andy Croft Roy Beard
1998 Tony Ogborn Roy Beard
1999 Tony Ogborn Roy Beard
2000 Peter Barton Tony Ogborn
2001 Peter Barton Tony Ogborn
2002 Sue Baker Tony Ogborn
2003 Sue Baker Tony Ogborn
2004 Chris Jennings Tony Ogborn

* Subcommittee of PSC preparing the constitution for PWSA
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