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2. The Colchester Orbital South 
 

 
University of Essex to Shrub End, via the Hythe, Bourne Valley and 
Middlewick Ranges 
 
The Colchester Orbital is a 14-15-mile circular route around town, connecting some of our 
loveliest green spaces. The Orbital follows public rights of way, utilising off-road footpath 
networks and linking with cycle paths wherever possible.  
 
The Southern section depicted here links with the previous guide Colchester Orbital East (A 
and B), and onward guide Colchester Orbital West (A and B), all available from the Orbital 
website: https://walkcolchester.wordpress.com/colchester-orbital/ 
 

Start point: University of Essex ‘Meadows’ Café, Annan Road 
Grid ref: 51.87951, 0.93733 

End point: Norman Way (south), off Shrub End Road 
Distance: Orbital South A: 4.1 miles; Orbital South B: 4.4 miles 
Bus routes: 61, 62, 62A, 74, 74A, 75, 75A, 76, 78 
Facilities at start point: shop and café 

 
 
Orbital South: Routes A and B 
 
At three points on the Orbital (east, south and west), alternative route sections represent a 
variety of landscapes and habitats, and offer different levels of accessibility. The Orbital 
South splits into two onward routes in its mid-section from the end of Bourne Valley (p.6): 
South A (via the Colchester Cemetery) and South B (via Middlewick Ranges). Both routes 
link up again close to The Willows Allotments, just beyond the Cemetery. 
 
The Orbital South (via South A) is depicted first in full, beginning at the Meadows Café 
University of Essex, and heading clockwise. The alternative South B route is given at the end 
(pp.10-14). 
  
 
Using this guide 
 
All images are sequential and almost all follow the forwards trajectory of the walk (unless 
otherwise described). An alternative text-only version of the guide is available from the 
Walk Colchester Orbital web page given above. 
 
 
Accessibility 
  
Access for mobility-restricted walkers and chair users at the Hythe is generally good (mostly 
level, hard-surfaced and barrier-free, with the exception of the exit barrier from the railway 
bridge (7)). In the mid-section, it is compromised by some steep, uneven terrain (at Parsons 
Lane), and man-made barriers at Bourne Valley and Middlewick Ranges. Alternative routes 
are suggested. From Colchester cemetery onwards, via the Garrison to Shrub End, access is 
excellent. 
  

https://walkcolchester.wordpress.com/colchester-orbital/


 2 

Colchester Orbital South A 
 
From the Meadows Café, over the zig-zag railway bridge 
 

   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1 2 3  

 
 

    
4 5 6 7 

 
From the University of Essex Meadows Pavilion Café (1), head south along Annan Road, 
away from Capon Road and the main University Campus, towards the ramped, zig-zag 
bridge over the railway (4). Continue over the bridge. 
 
Note, a barrier on the far-side of the bridge (7), intended to deter motorbikes, currently also 
prevents use by mobility-scooters. For an alternative route avoiding the bridge, head in the 
opposite direction from the café; go left from Annan Road on to Capon, which leads on to 
Elmstead Road. At the roundabout turn left again, and continue towards the river, first along 
Eastern Approach and then Colne Causeway. 
 
The Quayside at The Hythe  
 

    
8 9 10  

 

   

 

11 12 13  

 
Beyond the railway bridge continue straight ahead through the University 'Quays' 
accommodation until the path meets the Colne riverfront, then bear right along the 
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quayside. A broad, level and well-lit promenade flanks the river and there are views of some 
of the Hythe's houseboats on the far side.  
  
Continue along the quayside until the path reaches a junction with Colne Causeway (12), the 
busy main road through the Hythe.  Cross here at the pedestrian crossing / traffic lights, and 
go left along the Causeway towards the bridge over the river and the roundabout beyond, 
signposted to King Edward Quay (left) and Town Centre (right). 
 
Colne Causeway to Hythe Quay 
 

   

 

14 (view left) 15 (view right) 16  

 
As the Causeway crosses the river there are good views to both sides, and opportunities to 
detour from the Orbital along the quayside: to the left, on the far side of the river, along to 
the red Lightship and houseboats beyond (14); to the right, in advance of it, via a narrow, 
unmade path down to the nearside quay (15) and along to the white pedestrian bridge. 
  
Continuing on the Orbital route, at the roundabout beyond the main bridge bear right on to 
Hythe Quay signposted towards the town centre. Almost immediately, cross over at the 
designated crossing point (at the mouth of the roundabout). There are dropped kerbs and a 
central island here, but otherwise no traffic control and it is a very busy point, so cross with 
care. 
 
Hythe Quay  
 

   

 

17 18 19  

 
Continue along Hythe Quay on the far (left-hand) side of the road. Pass 'Assembly 
Directmail' and then, before the Spinnaker Inn, look for a left turn on to a public footpath, 
signposted (via a bright yellow, arrow-shaped sign) to Recreation Road and Hythe Hill (19). 
  
The short section of the Orbital that follows is likely - given very steep gradients, occasional 
small steps and mixed terrain - to be difficult for mobility-restricted walkers and 
inaccessible to chair users without significant support. The best paved, step-free alternative 
is to continue to Hythe Hill, and take Port Lane (left) to rejoin the Orbital at Recreation Road. 
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Hythe Quay to Recreation Road (and Old Heath) 
  

   

 

20 21 22  

 
This section of pathway is not the prettiest given its austere fencing, but it does offer a 
useful off-road shortcut up from the Hythe to Old Heath, and it is not without green interest 
as it weaves its way through the long, wooded corridor that runs parallel with Hythe Quay, 
flanking Parsons Lane.  The lower (Hythe) end has also been improved by the addition of a 
stretch of wooden boardwalk (20) to counter its tendency to get waterlogged in wet 
weather. 
 
Beyond the boardwalk, the terrain is earthen with gravelly sections and the path begins a 
long, steep ascent. At a junction of footpaths where the approach path crosses the line of 
Parson’s Lane (marked by a staggered barrier and red litter bin), turn left in advance of the 
barrier and continue onwards, keeping the metal fence directly to the left, steep bank of 
trees to the right.  
 
Recreation Road to Old Heath 
 

   

 

23 24 25  

 
The footpath ends as Recreation Road (not signposted) begins.  On approach, marked by a 
block of flats on the right, the path becomes gravel/grass and develops a gradient again for a 
short distance. Follow Recreation Road for approximately 100m to Old Heath Recreation 
Ground (right), then take Scarletts Road (24), second turning on the left beyond the corner 
of the park. Note: just past Scarletts Road, inside the park gates, is GO4’s ‘Café on the Rec’, 
offering refreshments (and public toilets).  
 
Follow Scarletts Road down to a T-junction with Old Heath Road Look leftwards for a black 
weather-boarded building (Butterfly Barns Day Nursery) a short distance along on the far 
side, with adjacent bus stop. Cross safely (this is a busy road with visibility often 
compromised by parked cars). 
 
Old Heath to Bourne Valley 
 

   

 

26 27 28  
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29 30 31 32 

 
 
Bourne Valley comprises 15 acres of woodland and wetland between Old Heath Road (east) 
and Bourne Mill and Pond owned by the National Trust (west).  Access is in part via a raised 
wooden boardwalk that meanders for approx. 500m along the undulating, largely level, 
bottom of this very pretty, wooded valley, interspersed with some earthen sections. Wooden 
benches provide occasional rest points. 
  
Take the earthen footpath that runs along the right-hand side of the barn (27), towards 
Bourne Valley. Beyond the barn, a wooden chicane (28) marks the entrance to Bourne 
Valley (and likewise the exit at Bourne Pond). Regrettably therefore, the valley - and this 
section of the Orbital – is likely to be inaccessible to mobility scooters and users of larger 
wheelchairs. The most direct alternative route is to continue past Butterfly Barns, then take 
Barn Hall Avenue (right) and Churchill Way (left) to reconnect with the Orbital at Stalin 
Road. 
 
Bourne Valley  
 

   

 

33 34 35  

 

    
36 37 38 39 

 
Bourne Valley takes its name from Bourne Brook, a former mill-brook, which flows along its 
length. To the east, the woodland is mostly characterised by fine mature oak trees; to the 
west by aged sweet chestnut coppice. The brook itself is lined with willows. A large shallow, 
former mill pond (Blythe Pond) sits halfway along and is surrounded by reedmace and reed 
sweet grass. Four species of bat are known to feed here. 
  
At the far end of the valley, a second chicane marks a T-junction of footpaths (39), and the 
valley exit to Stalin Road (left) or to Bourne Mill and Bourne Pond (right), the latter worthy 
of a diversion from the route. To continue on the Orbital though, go left towards Stalin Road. 
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Colchester Orbital South (A and B) 
 

   

 

40 41 42  

 
Head steeply uphill out of the valley on hard-surfaced footpath (41) to join Stalin Road. At 
Stalin Road the Orbital splits again into two possible onward routes: South A (right, via the 
Cemetery), and South B (left, via Middlewick Ranges); the latter offering an alternative when 
the Cemetery is not open. The two routes link up again just beyond the southwest corner of 
the Cemetery and the Willows Allotment (64).  
  
Neither route is currently barrier-free. For the most accessible alternative: from Stalin Road, 
follow Route B (p,10) as far as Middlewick Ranges and go right along Abbots Road (B12) to 
join the Mersea Road, instead of crossing over on to the Ranges themselves. From this point, 
almost opposite the main entrance to the Cemetery, either go right to join South A via the 
Cemetery, or left along the Mersea Road to rejoin South B. 
 

Orbital South A  
 
Bourne Valley to the Garrison (via Colchester Cemetery) 
 

   

 

43 44 45  

 
At the junction of the footpath with Stalin Road head right, keeping to the grass verge (there 
is no pavement at this point). There is woodland to the right, and ahead a long parking bay, 
bordered by a low wall (44). Walk around the back of the bay and look for a steep foot-worn 
path cutting a channel down into the woods (45).  
  
Note, mobility-restricted walkers preferring to omit this steep woodland section, may also 
continue along Stalin Road for a further approx. 100m, around a hard-left-hand bend, and 
look for a cut-through on to Mersea Road (some steps at the Mersea Road end of this make it 
inaccessible to chair users though). 
 
Via woodland (Stalin Road) to Colchester Cemetery 
 

   

 

46 47 48  
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Follow the path down into this short but pretty stretch of woodland. The terrain is earthen, 
and the path, which is steep at first with a significant camber, levels out and winds gently 
downhill towards the exit at the junction with the Mersea Road (48). The exit is marked by 
an A-frame motorcycle barrier which, together with the terrain of the woods, is likely to 
prohibit access by most chair and scooter users. 
  
Exit the woods via the barrier onto pavement at the Mersea Road, at the dip in the road 
directly opposite the lower entrance to Colchester Cemetery. Cross the road with great care! 
Although visibility is good this is a busy, fast section of road without a designated crossing 
point and with no dropped kerbs.  
 
Colchester Cemetery 
 

   

 

49 50 51  

 
Enter the cemetery via the entrance on the far side of the Mersea Road (49). Once inside the 
gates there are various possible routes that wind their way up through these beautiful and 
peaceful grounds (all routes wide and hard surfaced, and shared by pedestrians and cars). A 
map at the entrance illustrates these.  
  
From the entrance follow the main path straight ahead, passed a red brick toilet block with 
accessible facility on the right (51).  The Orbital exits the cemetery via double-gates 
approximately half-way along its far side. One route to this point is suggested here, but 
otherwise meander through the grounds as you like!  
  
Crossing Colchester Cemetery  
  

   

 

52 53 54  

 
As the path heads gently upwards, pass a turning off to the left. Shortly afterwards, reach the 
Starlight Florists and Tea Room, housed in a chapel on the right as the path levels out (53).   
 

   

 

55 56 57  
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Beyond the chapel, continue on, crossing straight over the first junction of paths. At the 
second junction, go right, continue straight over the next, and then bear left at the keeper's 
cottage (57)  
  
The Cemetery's Flora and Fauna: thanks to the inspired planting of an eclectic mix of trees 
by Benjamin Cant, in 1855, Colchester cemetery also provides all year arboreal interest, 
with an abundance of over 1,500 mature deciduous and evergreen trees. On fine early 
autumn days, fungi also abound. 
 
The cemetery is also a haven for wildlife; its grounds provide excellent habitat for a wide 
variety of bird species (including the less well-known Chiffchaff, Blackcap, Whitethroat, Coal 
Tit, and Britain’s smallest bird, the Goldcrest). Woodpeckers are represented all year round, 
and woodland hunters such as the Tawny Owl and Sparrow Hawk.  Several species of 
mammal also make their home here (e.g. fox and muntjac deer, and there is a badger set 
whose residents are never seen. 
 
Colchester Cemetery to the Willows 
 

   

 

58 59 60  

 

    
61 62 63 64 

 
After the keeper's cottage, at the next junction, turn right. Then keep straight on until the 
exit gates from the cemetery are visible ahead. The exit leads directly on to a paved footpath 
that runs along the outer perimeter of the cemetery (60). Go left along this footpath.  
  
The path is flanked on both sides by high metal railings and hedgerow. Follow it along for 
approx. 300m to the far corner of the cemetery, where, at the junction with the Willows 
allotment, it makes a sharp right-hand turn (63).  Follow the path around to the right and 
continue. A short distance further on, a connecting path from the left marks the point at 
which the Orbital South B route rejoins the South A. Continue straight on past. The 
landscape begins to open up a little again from this point; there are views of the new 
Garrison buildings (left) and the Garrison flyover comes into sight ahead. 
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The Garrison flyover (Berechurch Road) 
  

   

 

65 66 67  

 

    
68 69 70 71 

 
Immediately in advance of the flyover (65), a foot/cycle path merging from the right offers a 
good, direct and mostly off-road route into town (via Berechurch Road and Abbey Field), 
and acts as one of the Orbital’s key ‘spokes’, connecting it with Colchester centre.  
 
The merged paths run under the flyover and continue parallel to Berechurch Road heading 
south. Approx. 350m beyond the flyover, at a junction with a foot/cycle path (68) crossing 
the approach path (signposted left to the Garrison's Physical and Recreational Training 
Area; straight ahead to Friday Woods), go right, signposted ‘Layer Road'. 

 
Footpath around the Garrison (Berechurch to Layer Road) 
 

   

 

72 73 74  

 

    
75 76 77 78 

 
From this point until the Layer Road (approx. 1 km), the Orbital follows an off-road, hard-
surfaced foot/cycle path along a buffer zone of open greensward with occasional pockets of 
trees, running around the new Garrison site. Garrison buildings are visible (right); to the 
left, the path runs parallel to Earlswood Way.  Part way along, the path turns 90° degrees 
right to cross the greensward, and then left. St Michael’s Montgomery children's playground 
is located here (73). 
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Continue along the path along as it winds through a clump of trees, and shortly afterwards 
reaches Fallowfield Road and a designated crossing point at an entrance to the Garrison 
(75). Cross and continue. The greensward finally comes to an end at a busy junction with the 
Layer Road (B1026). Cross at the traffic lights (78), and take Boadicea Way (opposite to the 
left). 
 
Boadicea to Norman Way (Shrub End Playing Fields) 
 

   

 

79 80 81  

 

    
82 83 84 85 

 
Boadicea Way runs between Layer and Shrub End Road (approx. 800m), around the 
perimeter of Shrub End Playing Field and West End Sports Ground. A wide pavement 
(foot/cycle path) runs the full length, set well back from the road, with grass to one side and 
hedgerow to the other. At the Layer Road end, just beyond the junction, there is a 
skateboard park immediately on the right; and further along at the Shrub End Community & 
Sports Centre (81), a children's playground. 
  
Where the path reaches Shrub End Road (B1022) cross at the traffic lights and continue 
straight over on to Norman Way, which reaches a dead end shortly afterwards just passed 
The Commons (left), at the entrance to Irvine Road allotments and cut-through to adjacent 
greensward at Landseer Road (85). The Orbital South ends here. 
 
 

Colchester Orbital South B 
 
From its start point on Stalin Road (see also p.6), the South B offers an alternative route 
from Bourne Valley to the Garrison, via Middlewick Ranges (especially important when the 
cemetery is closed). 
 
Stalin Road to Jackson Walk 
 

    
B1 B2 B3 B4 
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B5 B6 B7  

 
At the junction of the footpath up from Bourne Valley and Stalin Road, go left. Follow Stalin 
Road as it heads gently upwards, crossing Roosevelt Way (B2) and continuing past flats on 
both sides, and then a local store on the left.  At the T-junction at the top of the road (B5) 
turn right on to Churchill Way, and cross over. Almost immediately take a lane (hedged on 
both sides) that heads off to the left, towards a row of green garages, just visible from the 
turning.  At the garages, bear left then right, as the lane becomes a paved footpath - Jackson 
Walk. 
 
Jackson Walk to Middlewick Ranges 
  

    
B8 B9 B10 B11 

 

   

 

B12 B13 B14  

 
Continue along Jackson Walk as it runs along the backs of housing. Eventually it reaches a 
junction with Abbot's Road (B11), marked by a staggered metal barrier (ample 
manoeuvring space on both sides). 
  
Beyond the barrier go left and almost immediately cross the road at the designated crossing 
point (dropped kerbs and central reservation). Head for the low wooden single-stepped stile 
directly opposite (B14), and the open grassland of Middlewick Ranges beyond.  You are now 
entering Garrison land occasionally used for army training purposes. 
 
Middlewick Ranges to the Mersea Road 
  

    
B15 B16 B17 B18 
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B19 B20 B21  

 
The Ranges comprise open grassland and scrub, pocketed with copses. Follow the foot-worn 
path that heads on a slight right diagonal across grassland towards the tree line visible 
directly ahead. On the far side, continue on through the trees (note some sections with high 
brambles to either side), and emerge onto further grassland. Here the track begins to run 
parallel with the Mersea Road and shortly afterwards the exit from the Ranges is visible 
ahead on the left (B20). 
  
There is a gated vehicular entrance here which is occasionally open, but otherwise exit for 
pedestrians is via an A-frame motorcycle barrier, again unlikely to be accessible to larger 
wheelchairs and scooters. Emerge from the exit onto the Mersea Road and bear left. 
 
Mersea Road towards Monkwick Junior School 
 

   

 

B22 B23 B24  

 

    
B25 B26 B27 B28 

 
Almost immediately, cross the busy Mersea Road at the designated point (dropped kerbs 
and centre island, B22). On the far side go left and follow the Mersea Road along, crossing 
the entrance to Queen Elizabeth Way. Continue until you reach open greensward on the 
right-hand side (B24), edged by a low wooden fence (note, there is an alternative entrance a 
short distance in advance of this, via a short track alongside a house). 
  
Step over, or continue until you reach a gap in the fence, and enter the greensward. There is 
no visible path, but head directly away from the Mersea Road across the open green and 
continue on towards the middle of the tree line on the far side. This marks the point at 
which Queen Elizabeth Way runs across the green, dividing it in two (B28). Cross over at a 
central gap in the low wooden fence (unfortunately no dropped kerbs at this point). 
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Monkwick Junior School and Thomas Lord Audley 
 

   

 

B29 B30 B31  

 

    
B32 B33 B34 B35 

 
Continue across open greensward to School Road on the far side (B30), marking the first of 
two school entrances (to Monkwick Infant/Junior School and Thomas Lord Audley beyond). 
School Road loops around, serving both.  
  
School buildings are visible on the right, bordered by bright blue railings. Keep right and 
cross School Road at the first entrance. 
  
On the opposite side, via a metal staggered barrier, enter further open greensward and 
continue. A little further along, the school buildings give way to TLA's distinctive blue 
outdoor courts, with high surround blue fencing (B33). Immediately beyond the courts, at 
the second school entrance, bear left, away from the schools, as if to exit. 
 
Thomas Lord Audley to the Garrison 
 

   

 

B36 B37 B38  

 

    
B39 B40 B41 B42 

 
At a roundabout at the mouth of the entrance (B36), instead of taking the main exit from the 
school grounds onto Monkwick Avenue, head diagonally across the roundabout to take a 
footpath on the far side, with trees beyond. 
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Follow the footpath for a short distance through the tree line to a T-junction with a shared 
foot/cycle path. At this point, the new Garrison buildings are visible directly ahead (B38). Go 
right at the junction and follow the wide tarmac path along as it runs around the perimeter 
of the Garrison (hedgerow and trees to the right, buildings to the left). until it reaches a 
further T-junction of paths after approx. 450m (B42). Go left and head towards the flyover. 
  
At this point, the Orbital South B reconnects with the Orbital South A (p.8), heading in 
from the direction of Colchester Cemetery (to the right). 
 
 

The Colchester Orbital (continued) 
 
If you’d like to continue your Orbital journey, this guide links with The Orbital West guide, 
downloadable from:  
 
https://walkcolchester.wordpress.com/colchester-orbital/ 
 

https://walkcolchester.wordpress.com/colchester-orbital/

