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CTC
1

Purfl eet station
to

Rainham station

Start Purfl eet station— RM19  1PP

Finish Rainham station — RM13  9JA

Distance 8.25km

Duration 1 hour 43 minutes

Ascent 44m

Access Train at start of section. Train and bus at end of section.

Facilities RSPB café near start of section.

1.1 Purfl eet stn 0m

1.2 W on London Rd for 450m; at war meml, L to riverside; R past heritage centre; 
cross Mar Dyke.

1040m

1.3 Bear L at RSPB centre; ahead on sea wall for 1.5km. 1480m

1.4 L at car park; keep to riverside pathto Coldharbour Point. 1540m

1.5 Ahead past concrete barges to Tilda plant. 1740m

1.6 Ahead and across Ferry Lane; take path opp; cross Coldharbour Lane; L 
parallel to rd; to rbt; R on rd

1590m

1.7 Under A13; path on R of rd; over high-speed rly; down to rd; cross rly at stn. 840m
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This section of the Coal Tax Circuit route — indeed, 
the entire Coal Tax Circuit — starts on London Road at 

Purfl eet station.

The River Thames formed the boundary of the Metropolitan Police 
District between Dartford Creek (on the south side) and Beam River 
(on the north side). The boundary then went through what is now 
the Ford plant to follow the Beam River north. The prologue route 
to reach the fi rst extant post in Rush Green (found in section 3 of the 
Coal Tax Circuit route) follows the river to Rainham, then reaches 
the Beam River via the Forestry Commission’s recreation area at 
Ingrebourne Hill, and the Bretons estate.

Purfl eet and Rainham stations are served by trains from Fenchurch 
Street (and from Grays, Tilbury and Southend-on-Sea on trains 
inbound towards London).

On this section of the walk, sustenance is limited. There is a café at 
the RSPB centre near the start of the section

This section of the route is almost entirely on hard or semi-hard 
surfaces: after a sustained period of dry weather, light trainers should 
suffi  ce. However, a good deal of the off -street walking is on crushed 
stone paths, so in wett er conditions, there is the distinct possibility 
of muddy surfaces. In such conditions, a pair of lightweight boots 
may prove a bett er option — at the very least, do not wear brand 
new trainers: they will never be fi t for polite company afterwards. 
Note also that vegetation encroaching on the path may become 

1.1Across the river from 
Purfl eet, the Darent Flood 
Barrier rises out of the 
marshes: Erith lies beyond 
in this upstream view
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very wet: if you are accustomed to wearing overtrousers in rain, 
consider them for this section: redistributing dew is a prime hazard 
for early-morning walkers.

Set off  from the station and turn right onto London 
Road, crossing the line if you are arriving from London. 

Continue along London Road for 450m. Use the refuge to cross 
the road just before a roundabout, and continue on the left-hand 
pavement. Opposite the War Memorial, take a footpath which runs 
down to the riverside: the Royal Hotel is on your right.

The river vistas are extensive — downstream to your left, the low 
hills of north Kent may be seen behind the Queen Elizabeth II Bridge, 
the Dartford Crossing. Across the river at Longreach, the hospital 
hulks are long gone, as are the smallpox hospitals they served and 
the fi rst home of the Royal Flying Corps (see section 44). The River 
Darent joins the Thames from the other side, with the Darent Flood 
Barrier looming high above the marshland. Upstream, Erith Roads 
draw the eye towards Erith and Thamesmead.

Purfl eet has a long military history (see below), but it has other 
histories. It has hosted a major magarine production plant for many 
years, as part of the Unilever empire. John Newton suff ered a marine 
accident at Purfl eet, after which he wrote the hymn Amazing Grace. 
Furthermore, Purfl eet received a well-known fi ctional immigrant 

1.2

Queen Elizabeth II Bridge, 
Litt lebrook Power Station, 

and the Darent Flood 
Barrier dominate the 

downstream view from 
Rainham Marshes



1 – 4 Coal Tax Circuit © 2018-22 IG Liddell

when Bram Stoker relocated Count Dracula from his Transylvanian 
castle to Purfl eet. Of course, the river has been Purfl eet’s major asset 
down the ages.

Turn right on the riverside path. Soon, you will reach an 
eighteenth-century gunpowder magazine, the only one 

still standing out of several which were built here. Continue along 
the riverside path, past the magazine, bearing round to the right 
at the end of a housing estate. Cross the Mar Dyke by a modern 
bridge. The building ahead is the visitor centre for the RSPB reserve 
(which has a café in the centre).

The Purfl eet Royal Gunpowder Magazine (comprising fi ve 
buildings) was constructed in 1760, and the remaining one building 
now forms the Purfl eet Heritage and Military Centre, which is 
open to the public for fi ve hours on Thursdays, Sundays and 
bank holidays. Benjamin Franklin was consulted on the design to 
minimise the chance of a lightning strike, which could have been 
disastrous for the whole area. The magazine closed in 1962, and 
much of the land (including that of the adjoining barracks) was 
soon used for housing.

The area ahead, much of which is now occupied by the RSPB bird 
sanctuary, was covered by the Purfl eet Rifl e Ranges: they were 
opened in 1915, and the Ministry of Defence fi nally released the 
land to RSPB in 2000. In addition to the rifl e ranges (which for thirty 
years had their own halt on the railway line between Rainham and 
Purfl eet) and the aforementioned Magazine and Barracks, there was 

a Prisoner of War Camp established in the Purfl eet area: 
the “unexpected guests” arrived by ship at Tilbury.

Bear left in front of the centre, and follow the riverside 
path along the sea wall above the road. After about 
1.5km, you will come to a small car park, att ained by 
squeezing through a rudimentary “gate” in the fence. 
Turn left through the car park to pick up the riverside 
path again. 

On your right are low, grassy (almost cartoon-like) 
hills, formed by the greening of the Rainham Marshes 
landfi ll site: methane exhaust pipes give the game away. 
On your left, the near view is dominated by the muddy 
Thames, and you will probably be able to watch lots of 
wading birds picking at the mudfl ats. Across the water, 
the Erith Deepwater Wharf, and to its right, the Erith 
Causeway.

The foot-and-cycle path hugs the riverside, 
passing some works (including a pallet 

factory, with the smell of cut wood, and a warning 
against feeding the cats who prowl the yard) on the right 
before bearing right (that is, to the north-north-west) at 
the navigation light of Coldharbour Point.

Erith Causeway, seen across  
the River Thames

1.4

1.3
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From 1199 to 1854, a ferry crossed the river between 
Coldharbour and Erith, initially for pilgrims making 
their way to the shrine of Thomas à Becket in the 
cathedral at Canterbury, who was assassinated in 
the cathedral there in 1170 and canonised in 1173 as 
St Thomas à Becket, Bishop and Martyr.

There have been recent att empts to resuscitate the idea 
of the ferry crossing: this would be helpful for the people 
of Erith to explore the northern shore of the river, but 
perhaps the greatest benefi ciaries would be walkers.

This point marks the original end-point of the 
London Loop path, which sets out from Erith on its 
circumambulation of London, though now (rather 
sensibly) the waymarking has been extended to 
Purfl eet station: a ferry here would be a more fi tt ing 
link, allowing for greater logic in starting the Loop at 
any point on its route. Likewide, the Coal Tax Circuit 
walker could make use of a ferry here, following much 
more closely the boundary of the Metropolitan Police 
District (and thus, of the Coal Tax boundary).

The London Loop path is managed on behalf of the Mayor of London 
by Transport for London, and full details with maps and narrative 
directions may be found on their website — the entry page for all 
the TfL-managed London walks is https://tfl .gov.uk/modes/walking/ 
(note, though, that maintenance has now been outsourced from TfL 
to a third party.

Continue along the riverside path — after all, there is no 
alternative! You will pass a jett y, and then the path will 

veer to the right at a small muddy bay.

Beached in the inlet, you will see a collection of sixteen concrete 
barges, beached in the mud on the riverbank. These hulks, now 
drably dark, dilapidated, and encrusted with weeds, are not 

Coldharbour Point

Ferroconcrete barges in the 
mudfl ats of the Thames

1.5
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simply abandoned craft from a previous era: they are historic 
craft which have a remarkable tale to tell (for one explanation, see
https://londonist.com/london/history/visit-these-concrete-ships-from-wwii).

Ferroconcrete was a relatively inexpensive and quick medium for 
construction during the 1940s when wartime privations made metal 
much more costly, and (somewhat counter-intuitively) ships made 
from this material actually fl oated. These sixteen were a very small 
number of many such barges made to create the Mulberry Harbours 
for the D-Day landings. These sixteen were eventually considered 
surplus to the requirements of the Normandy landings, and were 
retired here. Whether, as some have argued, they were placed here 
for fl ood protection purposes, or were simply abandoned at a then 
convenient location, does not matt er: they are here, and it looks as 
if they will remain here.

Eighty years on from their construction, tides and weather have 
been taking their toll, and the concrete is crumbling in places, but 
the barges have now found a re-use: the RSPB are now pleased to 
report that they have become an important habitat for rock pipits 
and other birds.

However, please do not be tempted to venture more closely to the 
barges than the riverside path on which you stand. There are several 
reasons for this, other than the perfectly reasonable aim of moving 
ahead with the Coal Tax Circuit.

For one thing, the mud is so soft that you may easily drown: there 
are notices all along the banks of the estuary here (on both sides) 
warning of just that eventuality. Also, as noted above, the barges 

have become an important bird habitat, 
and the pipits and others must not be 
disturbed.

Training our focus, though, on the barges 
themselves, two reasons for leaving them 
alone stand out. The fi rst of these reasons 
is simple health and safety. They are 
crumbling, jagged hulks which could lead 
to nasty consequences if there were to 
be an accident, and we are still learning 
of dangers from early uses of technology 
(think of asbestos).

But fi nally and most poignantly, although 
the barges may not be classifi ed as war 
graves per se, they remain a remembrance 
of war, and should be accorded similar 
respect to that given to other such 
structures. Perhaps rather fi tt ingly, I fi rst 
set these words down on the centenary, 
to the day (and almost to the minute), of 
the signing of the armistice in 1918 which 

Radar scanner adjacent to 
the riverside path near its 
descent to Ferry Lane
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concluded the Great War (only later, of course, to be known as the 
First World War). In respecting these hulks, we respect the sacrifi ces 
made on and from their counterparts which were deployed in 
Normandy on 6 June 1944.

Continuing along the riverside path, perhaps now in a more sombre 
cast of thought, you will follow the Coal Tax Circuit route (and, of 
course, the London Loop, for whose signposting much thanks) as 
they squeeze between the Tilda rice factory and the river, and a 
modern industrial estate is seen across Ferry Lane to the right.

This area was known as Rainham Ferry, and once boasted its own 
pub, the Three Crowns — though the Three Crows might be a more 
appropraite name if the re were to be another pub built on the site.

In inclement weather, you may use the escape path on the right at 
the edge of the Tilda property to reach Ferry Lane, and indeed, this 
road may be followed all the way to Rainham station in such an 
eventuality.

Ahead, the path passes a radar scanner, operated in management 
of Thames river traffi  c, and begins to drift away from the bank. It 
eventually descends off  the bank to reach Ferry Lane.

A litt le way upstream from here, the Beam River enters the River 
Thames: the river marks the boundary between two London 
boroughs. Two posts were erected at the confl uence, but they were 
cleared away when the Ford plant was constructed. The site of these 
posts is now inaccessible, so the Coal Tax Circuit route takes a more 

Birds fl y high above
the western end of
Rainham Marshes
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easterly and a more pleasant route to the site of the fi rst extant post 
in Rush Green.

Cross Ferry Lane, and take the footpath opposite, with 
modern industrial sheds close by on your right, and a 

four-storey brown brick building over to your left: this path leads 
directly to Coldharbour Lane.

Cross the road to pick up another path which enters the marshland 
and turns left to run parallel to Coldharbour Lane, bearing right 
where there is a roundabout off  to the left at street level. This path 
reaches the road by a short link path on the left close to the southern 
access roundabout for the A13 which thunders overhead.

Pass beneath the A13 (you are now back on the London 
Loop path, which would surely be bett er following our 

route than slogging up Ferry Lane), and continue on a marshland 
path to the right of the northern part of Ferry Lane.

This path eventually leads up onto a footbridge over Ferry Lane, 
connecting with the uppermost level of the bridge which crosses the 
high-speed railway tracks. On the north side of the line, descend to 
road level at Rainham station. Use this platform for London-bound 
trains, otherwise descend to the level crossing and reach the north 
side by crossing the tracks.

As well as the train connections with Fenchurch Street, Purfl eet, 
Grays and Southend-on-Sea, there are buses on the 103 route 
to Dagenham East station (District Line) and Romford station 
(Elizabeth Line), and on the 372 service to Elm Park station (District 
Line) or, in the other direction, to Lakeside, just in case you should 
be in urgent need of a sudden bout of mall-style shopping.
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