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The Broads National Park 

The Northern Rivers 
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14 Great Yarmouth 
15 St Benet’s Abbey 
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The Northern Rivers 
         Much of the boat hire industry is lo-
cated within the Northern “zone” which is 
blessed with more Broads, and made up of 
the Rivers Bure, Thurne and Ant. It was on 
these rivers that the Broadland tourism in-
dustry was pioneered by a mixture of enter-
prising wherry and boatyard owners, who 
saw the opportunity to profit from the inter-
est created by the wealth of magazine arti-
cles and books published about the Broads 
during the second half of the 19th Century. 
This relationship has resulted in the North-
ern “zone” becoming the best known part of 
the Broads, with picture postcard locations, 
such as the villages of Horning and Horsey 
Mere, being used to attract generations of 
holiday makers to the area.  
         Broadland sailing holidays reached 
their peak in the 1930s with a wide selection 

of boats available for hire, from the mighty 
wherry yachts, of about 60ft, through to half 
deckers, and dinghies. The outbreak of the 
Second World War brought an abrupt halt 
to the whole industry, as the Government 
restricted access to the rivers, and seized as 
many craft as possible to moor on open 
stretches to prevent German seaplanes from 
landing. When peace returned, the hire in-
dustry initially resumed around sailing craft, 
because petrol rationing prevented the use 
of motor cruisers. With the lifting of fuel 
restrictions, the number of motor cruisers 
began to steadily increase during the 1950s 
and 1960s as they took the place of many 
sailing craft in hire fleets throughout the 
Broads. Having reached their peak in the 
late 1970s the numbers of hire craft on the 
Broads have steadily dropped as many of 
those who once hired motor cruisers have 
since opted for cheaper holidays abroad. In-
terestingly, the decline of the main hire fleet 
industry has coincided with a revival of the 
Broadland sailing holiday with a small num-
ber of specialist boatyards building and re-
storing classic Broadland sailing craft for 
hire.  
         The rising cost of diesel and petrol do 
little to help encourage motorboating. The 
Broads Authority has been active in encour-
aging the conversion of vessels to electric 
power. This would greatly improve the en-
vironment, particularly in the busiest areas, 
but many sailors see this as a movement to 
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‘Shooting’ the Medieval 
bridge at Potter Heigham.  
 
There are a number of 
fixed bridges crossing the 
Northern Rivers of the 
Broads.  
 
Sailing boats built for the 
Broads usually have 
masts mounted in taber-
nacles so that they can be 
lowered as in this photo-
graph. 

One of the picturesque thatched buildings 
fronting the waters of the Northern Rivers. 
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compulsion and a restriction of the ancient 
rights of navigation. In practical terms, elec-
tric power is still not at the point where it is 
entirely suitable for general use on the 
Broads. The installation of a large number 
of mains charging points, steady improve-
ment in battery technology, and improve-
ments in solar power unit will make electric 
propulsion more acceptable, but the envi-
ronmental impact has only been moved to 
the location of power stations and sailors 
must pay close attention to battery levels, 
particularly on the stretches of water that 

are subject to strong currents. One initial so-
lution now being adopted for motor vehicles 
is to use hybrid power systems where in-
creased battery capacity, efficient electric 
drive systems and the ability to recharge 
from mains power points means that vessels 
on the Broads would usually run only from 

battery power, but would have a diesel gen-
erator for those times when batteries are be-
coming dangerously depleted, or where the 
vessel is putting to sea. Unfortunately this 
option is treated in exactly the same way as 
diesel and petrol motorboats when it could 
be encouraged as an interim solution. The 
long term answer will probably be the fuel 
cell which could be used to replace diesel 
generators in hybrid boats when it becomes 
a dependable and affordable alternative. 
         Reaching a happy balance between 
the many different users of the Broads is no 
easy matter. In addition to the strong sailing 
community, the area is very popular with 
fishermen and amongst the boating commu-
nity are water skiers, all with different 
needs. Use of the area from land is increas-
ing and many of these visitors are most in-
terested in the varied flora and fauna, some 
of it unique to the area. 
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There are many boatyards on the Northern 
Rivers, building new boats and restoring 
classic craft. 

Day boats are available for hire. 
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Ordnance Survey 
Maps 
 
Recommended for  
the River Bure and  
surrounding area: 
 
Explorer Map Series; 
 

Sheet OL 40 
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Visit Broadly Boats at: 
 http://www.broadlyboats.com 
 
For more information on The 
Broads National Park. 
 
And for global maritime news, 
events and information 
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