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Natural History Observations

Lindisfarne helleborine

Steven Rutherford FBNA

This member of the orchid family was only discovered in 1958 (the year that I was
born) and is found only on the Holy Island of Lindisfarne off the North East coast of
Northumberland. That is, the entire world population sits in about one square mile of
sand dune on a tiny island that is connected to the mainland twice a day over a two
mile causeway! Identification can be tricky as the similar looking Tyne helleborine
and the dune helleborine can both be found in Northumberland. However, the Tyne
helleborine has a pink tinge to the flowers and a very diamond shaped lip and some
pink on the lower part of the flower stem, whereas the Lindisfarne helleborine has an
all greenish/white flower with a diamond shaped lip, and the stem is also green. The
dune helleborine flowers have, again, a touch of pink and the lip of the flower is again
diamond shaped; however, the tip of the lip is slightly frilled and curves backwards.
So the problem that I had was not identifying but finding a green plant standing on a
sand dune in amongst the green grasses that hold the dunes together.

After many fruitless visits to the island over the years that I have known about
this flower, this year (2019) I managed to find six Lindisfarne helleborine plants on
one of the dunes; and that, again, could be the entire world population of this endemic
flower!

Dear Editor,

Mary Honnor kindly forwarded the obituary to our friend Bryan Sage published in Country-Side (Spring & Summer 2019, page
27).  However although not relevant to Bryan she was concerned  the reference to the birth of Herts Branch [I believe the full title
then was the Hertfordshire and North Middlesex Branch – Ed.] was not correct.  It was started as a break away group from the
then Middlesex Branch by Vi Phinn, Miss Johns, Mr. Clerk and a Mr & Mrs.H ? (he was the Chemist at Mill Hill)  and a bit later
by John Pearton who had recently been invalided out of the Army. It needs to be remembered that members were reliant on public
transport (petrol being rationed), meetings being arranged around bus & train timetables. Ken Honnor joined  after demob from
the RAF and John brought me along soon after and Bryan a bit later.

Yours sincerely
June Pearton

Letter to the Editor

In this issue there are three excellent articles about marine life, which follow on from the BNA
conference in May. We are very lucky in BNA to have such experts who come along to speak at
our conferences and write afterwards in Country-Side. Most of the articles in this issue are by BNA
members and are of course contributions to the scientific literature of the day. It is a considerable
benefit of membership to have this means for members to publish their own work and long may
their input continue.

After nine years this is my last issue as Editor of Country-Side, a position I have been very
privileged to have held. I would like to thank all the Hon. Features Editors of Country-Side,
currently Roger Tabor, June Chatfield and Roy Stewart. Their input has been much appreciated.
A very special thanks is due to Bryan Sherwood who has throughout my time as Editor laid out
the magazine so superbly. Without his input my own contribution as Editor would not have been
possible.
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Seabirds have been identified as
the most threatened group of birds
globally, and are constantly in the
headlines: vast numbers killed in oil
spills, devastation due to invasive
predators, deaths through ingestion of
plastics, conflicts with fisheries or
threats from climate change, the list
goes on and on. Britain is one of the
most important breeding areas for
seabirds in the northeast Atlantic with
approximately 20,000 km of coastline
including hundreds of islands and
thousands of offshore rocks and
skerries. This diversity of nesting
habitats combined with rich feeding
areas, supports 25 seabird species and
over 3,000 breeding colonies. In
general, Britain’s seabirds flourished
during the 20th century. Large-scale
harvesting of eggs, chicks and adults
for food and the millinery trade
prevalent in earlier years had ceased,
many breeding colonies were
designated as National Nature
Reserves while others were purchased
by conservation organisations such as
the RSPB. Thus, human attitudes to
seabirds shifted from persecution to
protection and by the 1970s a large
proportion of British seabirds were
safeguarded when they were on land
during the breeding season. The food
supply also probably increased as
many stocks of predatory large fish
such as Atlantic cod (Gadus morhua)
and Atlantic herring (Clupea
harengus) that eat similar prey to
seabirds, were at low levels because of
overfishing. This resulted in an
abundance of forage fishes such as
sandeels (Ammodytes spp.) particularly
lesser sandeels (Ammodytes marinus),
small, lipid-rich fish ideal for
provisioning seabird chicks and the
subject of countless iconic
photographs of Atlantic puffins
(Fratercula arctica) (Photo 1). Thus,
in the 1970s and 1980s all seemed well
in the seabird world, colonies were

flourishing with increasing
populations and good breeding
seasons.

Despite seabirds being well
protected on land, anthropogenic
threats at sea were increasing with the
development of the oil and gas
industry in the 1970s, a dramatic
increase in industrial fisheries for
sandeels in the 1980s and the
development of an offshore renewable
energy industry in the 2010s.
Increasing marine pollution and noise,
human recreational disturbance and
dramatic changes associated with a
rapidly changing marine climate have
further added to this anthropogenic
cocktail. These pressures have been
particularly intense in the North Sea
where some of Britain’s biggest
seabird colonies are situated and
where large numbers of seabirds spend
the winter. Fortuitously, many long-
term studies of seabirds were initiated
in the northeast Atlantic during the
1960s and 1970s. Despite research
funding for these projects rarely being
secure for more than a few years,
many continue up to the present
providing invaluable documentation
of seabird responses to environmental
change, identifying which threats are
most important and predicting whether
Britain’s coasts and seas will still be
able to support thriving seabird
colonies in future.

The Isle of May National Nature
Reserve off the coast of southeast
Scotland (Photo 2) is the site of one of
the longest running and most
comprehensive long-term studies of a
seabird community and results from
this work form the basis for much of
this article.  It started as a study of
Atlantic puffins in the early 1970s,
before increasing to include common
guillemots (Uria aalge) and razorbills
(Alca torda) in the early 1980s, and
black-legged kittiwakes (Rissa
tridactyla) and European shags

(Phalacrocorax aristotelis) in the mid-
1980s. The number of people involved
in the work has also increased over the
years and many PhD students have
learned their fieldcraft on the island.
The top priority throughout the study
has been the collection of high quality,
standardised data and to date >100,000
birds have been ringed, >10,000
breeding histories have been followed,
>50,000 food samples have been
collected and >2,500 loggers have
been deployed on breeding birds to
follow their activities when at sea.
While data collection methods have
remained constant, conditions around
the Isle of May have changed
dramatically with average sea
temperatures increasing by around
0.5oC per decade resulting in a shift
from a cold boreal regime to a warm
temperate one (Edwards et al. 2002).

The North Sea is one of the most
intensively fished regions in the world.
Overexploitation of large gadoid fish
such as Atlantic cod, resulted in
fishing effort switching to species
lower down the food chain for
processing into fish meal and fish oil.
Thus, by the 1990s sandeels had
become the target of the largest single
species fishery with annual catches
sometimes approaching a million
tonnes (Gislasson & Kirkegard 1998).
Twenty years into the Isle of May
seabird study Danish fisherman started
an industrial fishery for sandeels on
the Wee Bankie and Marr Bank, areas
only 30-50 km from the island that
were known to be important feeding
areas for Isle of May seabirds during
the breeding season.  Landings
increased rapidly, peaking at more
than 100,000 tonnes in 1993 and
dwarfing the 25,000 tonnes estimated
to be consumed annually by seabirds
in the area (Daunt et al. 2008). Given
the importance of sandeels not only to
seabirds but also to other marine
predators such as large commercially

Lecture given at the BNA Conference 2019

Seabirds & Sandeels: changing times for Britain’s seabirds & the importance of long-term studies
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important fish, seals and cetaceans, the
removal of such large quantities of this
species plus the lack of any regulation
of the fishery quickly became a high-
profile conservation issue and put the
Isle of May studies under the spotlight.

In a classic paper published in 2000,
Robert Furness and Mark Tasker
assessed the sensitivity of North Sea
seabird species to reductions in sandeel
abundance and identified kittiwakes as
being one of the most sensitive species.
On the Isle of May the first signs of
problems for kittiwakes appeared just
prior to the start of the Wee Bankie
fishery with declines in breeding
success in the late 1980s (Photo 3). The
situation deteriorated further in the
1990s with a succession of bad
breeding seasons, almost complete
breeding failure in 1998 and a sustained
decline in breeding numbers. Similar
problems were recorded at other
kittiwake colonies in the western North
Sea which together with the Isle of May
findings, resulted in an initial three year
moratorium on sandeel fishing in
waters adjacent to seabird colonies
coming into force in 2000. A key
stipulation of the Northeast UK sandeel
fishery closure (NEUKSFC) was that
there should be an assessment of
whether the fishery had a measurable
effect on seabirds and whether the
establishment of a closed area could
ameliorate any deleterious effects of the
fishery. Monitoring data from the Isle
of May were vital to answering both
these questions and showed that the
presence of a local sandeel fishery had
a significant and negative effect on
kittiwake breeding success over and
above that attributable to other
environmental effects on sandeel
abundance. Thus, breeding success was
lower following years when late winter
sea temperature was higher meaning
that conditions for sandeels, a cold
water species were poor, and this effect
was exacerbated in years when the
sandeel fishery was operating.
Population modelling predicted that the
decline in the breeding population was
likely to continue even in the absence
of the fishery unless winter sea
temperature decreased (Frederiksen et
al. 2004).  Additional evidence that the
presence of the sandeel fishery affected
kittiwake breeding success came from a

comparison of productivity at colonies
inside the NEUKSFC area with that of
colonies outside the closure area. When
the fishery was operating breeding
success was markedly lower in the
closed area relative to outside the area
and success was lower in years when
fishery effort was greater (Frederiksen
et al. 2008). The importance of
sandeels for kittiwakes was further
emphasised by positive correlations
between local sandeel abundance and
both the amount of sandeel consumed
by the kittiwake population and
breeding success (Daunt et al. 2008).

While there was compelling
evidence of an adverse fishery effect in
kittiwakes and hence a clear
conservation benefit for maintaining the
NEUKSFC, broadening the analysis to
look for fishery impacts in other seabird
species failed to identify any significant
effects on diving species such as
guillemots, puffins and shags
(Frederiksen et al. 2008; Daunt et al.
2008). The reasons behind these
interspecific differences are still
unclear. In particular, are they driven
by direct effects on sandeel abundance
related to the size of the fishery catch
and/or fishery-induced changes in
sandeel behaviour such that sandeels
spend less time near the surface making
them less available to surface-feeding
kittiwakes but still accessible to diving
species? However, despite the many
questions remaining unanswered, the
NEUKSFC remains one of the few
cases worldwide where a no-take zone
has been established, at least partly, to
benefit predators and where both the
negative effects of the fishery and
subsequent benefits of the closure have
been documented. Nineteen years on,
the closure remains in place and,
although the kittiwake population on
the Isle of May is less than half the size
it was in the 1980s, the major decline in
breeding numbers has been halted, at
least for the present.

Although data on seabird numbers
and breeding success are collected at
many British colonies, information on
what birds are feeding to their chicks is
surprisingly scarce. The Isle of May
study is one of the few where diet data
are collected each year and thus where
it is possible to investigate if chick diets
have changed over time and whether

different species have responded in
similar ways. Such analyses are
increasingly needed given that
conditions for sandeels are deteriorating
due to rising sea temperatures and an
accompanying shift from a cold water
zooplankton community dominated by
the copepod (Calanus finmarchicus) to
a warmer water community
increasingly dominated by the smaller,
less nutritious (C. helgolandicus).
Many cold water fish species can adapt
to changing water temperatures either
by moving northwards or into deeper
and cooler water, but sandeels are
severely limited by their habitat
requirements for sandy substrates and
relatively shallow water which restricts
their ability to cope with rapid changes
(Heath et al. 2012).

Seabirds feed their chicks in one of
two ways. Some species carry back
intact prey in the bill while others
swallow the prey and subsequently
regurgitate the semi-digested food to
the chick. Collecting data on the former
is relatively straightforward as it just
requires visual observations of the fish
being brought back. In the case of the
guillemot, parents bring back one fish
at a time making the task of identifying
the prey comparatively easy.  Results
from the Isle of May show that at the
start of the study in 1981, large
sandeels were the main prey making up
>50% of chick diet every year
until1990. However, from 1991-2000
the percentage fluctuated markedly and
sandeels made up <50% of the diet in
half the years. After 2001 sandeels
typically made up <20% of the diet and
chicks were fed predominantly on
sprats (Sprattus sprattus; Photo 3). A
nationwide survey of guillemot chick
diet from 2006-2011 confirmed that at
the majority of colonies sandeels were
no longer the main prey. The
replacement prey varied with latitude
such that south of 57oN they were
mostly sprats while further north they
were mainly juvenile fish of various
species of the cod family Gadidae
(Anderson et al. 2013),

While the guillemot is an excellent
study species for visually assessing
chick diet composition it is less well
suited for assessing the age class and
size of fish where detailed examination
of prey items is required. Such

Seabirds & Sandeels: changing times for Britain’s seabirds & the importance of long-term studies
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Photo 1.
The classic image of an Atlantic puffin with a beakful of sandeels

for its chick
Photo: Akinori Takahashi

Photo 2.
Approaching the west cliffs on the Isle of May where most of the
common guillemots, razorbills and black-legged kittiwakes breed

Photo: Mike Harris

Photo 3.
The black-legged kittiwake is one of the most sensitive species

to low sandeel availability
Photo: Anke Addy

Photo 4.
Sprats rather than sandeels are now the main prey

fed to common guillemot chicks on the Isle of May
Photo: Mike Harris

Seabirds & Sandeels: changing times for Britain’s seabirds & the importance of long-term studies
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information can, however, be readily
obtained by picking up fish dropped by
puffins bringing in food loads for their
chicks and this approach has been used
annually on the Isle of May from 1973
up to the present. Measurements of
large samples of 0 group (young of the
year) and 1+ group sandeels (fish 1
year old and older) have shown that
there has been a progressive decline in
the average length of both age groups.
Over the years the importance of 0
group sandeels has also increased
relative to that of 1+ group further
reducing the average size, and hence
energy value, of fish being fed to
chicks (Wanless et al. 2018). Unlike
guillemots, puffins have the option of
bringing back many items, potentially
offsetting the energetic disadvantage of
prey size decreasing. On the Isle of
May there was a marked increase in
average load size over the study period
with the number of fish increasing
from around 5 fish per load in the
1970s and 1980s to around 15 fish per
load from 2000 onwards. Despite this,
both breeding success and the average
fledging weight of puffin chicks
declined suggesting that the increase in
the number of fish carried did not fully
compensate for the decrease in prey
size.

Not all fish are of equal food value.
The calorific value of prey items
depends on prey species and size but
also its nutritional composition,
particularly the fat content. Most fish
appear to contain adequate proteins for
growth but seabird chicks need a lipid
rich diet to grow well. Calorific
analyses of sandeels and sprats
collected from Isle of May seabirds
showed that they had a high fat content
with little variation between years.
However, fish collected in 2004 had
exceptionally low lipid levels
indicating that seabird chicks were
getting a low fat diet not the high
calorific diet they needed (Wanless et
al. 2005). Guillemots were particularly
badly affected and, although lipid
levels subsequently returned to normal
values, the species had a series of bad
breeding seasons from 2004 to 2008
with unusually low chick weights and
breeding success. Normally, one
member of the pair remains with the
chick to protect it from predators and

on the rare occasions when a chick is
unattended it is fostered by a
neighbour until the parent returns.
However, in the mid 2000s many
guillemots started to leave their chicks
unattended and these were attacked,
and frequently killed, by guillemots
that still had chicks (Photo 5).  Thus,
the social structure of the colony
appeared to have broken down.  Such
extreme behaviour had never
previously been recorded in guillemots
and appeared to be indicative of severe
food shortages causing elevated stress
levels in the breeding birds (Ashbrook
et al. 2008).

A major strength of the Isle of May
studies is that seabird species with
differing breeding and feeding
ecologies are followed allowing
community level responses to be
evaluated. Comparison of chick diet
composition showed that the
importance of sandeels has declined in
all the species except puffins and was
most pronounced in guillemots. All
species except shags showed a shift
from 1+ group to 0 group sandeels and
there were also differences in the
alternative prey with guillemots,
puffins, razorbills and kittiwakes
shifting to sprats while shags exploited
a wide range of benthic fish
particularly gunnell (Pholis
gunnellus). However, for no species
was there evidence that the opening or
closing of the Wee Bankie sandeel
fishery had had a detectable effect on
chick diet. Given the current climate
projections for accelerating changes in
marine conditions it seems likely that
the importance of sandeels in chick
diet will continue to decline in many
species breeding in the North Sea.
What effect this will have on seabird
populations is very difficult to predict
with any confidence but will probably
depend on whether species are able to
exploit alternative prey and crucially if
these are of high enough calorific
value to meet the energy needs of
adults and chicks.

In conclusion, long-term studies,
particularly those following
individually recognisable animals,
have already contributed
disproportionately to our
understanding of wild populations
both in terms of fundamental

ecological principles and applied
aspects relevant to conservation and
management. Globally, seabirds are
one of the best studied groups of
vertebrates and there are many long
time series of demographic data such
as those from the Isle of May.
However, we are still very short of
information on what seabirds eat and
where they feed, particularly for the
large part of the year when they are
away from the colony and during the
long period of immaturity from
fledging to recruiting into a breeding
colony. New technologies notably
bird-borne logging devices, molecular
and stable isotope techniques in
combination with more powerful
analytical and modelling tools are all
starting to provide this information and
plug these knowledge gaps. However,
long-term population studies remain
essential to set these results in context
and identify new, possibly unexpected,
changes in the face of intensifying
anthropogenic threats.
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Photo 5.
A common guillemot attacking its neighbour’s chick. Seconds after this image was taken it tossed the chick over the edge

Photo: Kate Ashbrook
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I have long been a huge fan of
naturalists – young, old and particularly
the nineteenth century naturalists. Their
books ooze with romantic charm and are
not only immensely interesting but tell
us a lot about our historical relationship
with the sea and what we need to do to
ensure we maintain and sustain
enthusiasm and knowledge of our
coastal and subtidal waters.

My very favourite naturalist George
Montagu seemed so obviously
passionate about his studied subjects.
His book Testacea Brittanica is
resplendent with illustrations lovingly
crafted by his “friend in science” Eliza
Dorville. The passion and intense study
of the molluscs is thorough and
comprehensive. But do we still, as
scientists, share and demonstrate this
love and knowledge with such
enthusiasm and dedication? I hope so
but I also fear that, at times, we forget to

communicate what is so very close to
our hearts to others who may not have
the chance to visit our coastal waters as
often as we do.

Reverend Wood’s description of an
urchin test is one of my very favourites
that typifies this romantic, fanciful
relationship with the sea of yesteryear,
“If you have an empty box of an urchin
hold it up the light, and look into the
cavity…light streams through a
multitude of holes…as smooth and
regular as if drilled with a fairy’s
wimble”. It is vital that we connect with
people’s hearts and emotions as well as
their grey matter if we are going to
inspire people to learn about our seas
and to want to go on to protect them.

Over a decade ago I set up my own
business Learn To Sea. Since my
university days I had dreamt of setting
up my own initiative to show people

what incredible coastline and seashore
we have right here in the UK and
particularly in my home county of
Devon. I made use of some of the
Victorian naturalists’ methods of
recording species - like making
seaweed presses. This proved to be such
a perfect way to demonstrate just how
vibrant and colourful our seas are when
so many assume we have such drab,
grey marine life.

Through this project, I expected to
be working with mostly children but
parents and grandparents were elbowing
the youngsters out of the way to see and
learn about an environment that was so
foreign to them. I started to really
appreciate how much interest there is in
our coastline but also how little we all
know about our seas. We fail our
children by not incorporating an
understanding of our seas into the
curriculum.

Lecture Given at the BNA Conference 2019

The art of Victorian seaweed presses
reminds us of our vibrant seas

Photo: Maya Plass

Rockpooling is a great way to start our learning journey about our seas

Photo: Maya Plass

The Vital Role of Education in Marine Protection



www.bna-naturalists.org                                                                          Autumn & Winter  2019 Country-Side  9

Through a chain of unexpected
events I started appearing on
programmes such as Springwatch. I
soon appreciated that where I once
could reach a few people through my
workshops that I had the potential to
reach an even wider audience through
television and get some important
messages home like the value of smelly
seaweed washed up on to the shore. It
was such a joy to know, through social
media feedback, that these programmes
had inspired families to head to the
seashore to learn a little more about our
coasts.

Following on from the media work I
was invited to an inner city primary
school in Birmingham where we had a
marine themed breakfast club. The Sea
Life Centre bought in tanks of marine
life for the children to see and learn
about. They were so excited to see
creatures from the seashore that most
had never had a chance to visit. Marine
education is not about teaching just
schools or children who live on the
coast about our seas. It is something that
can be done throughout our schools in
every community. It is relevant and it is
our job as educators, as naturalists, as
scientists to make it relevant to even the
schools that live the furthest from our
coast which is only ever 70 odd miles
away.

We now have the ability to reach
outside our own communities as
educators. Somewhat reluctantly, I
joined the realms of twitter. I discovered
that through social media society has a
voice which can make things happen -
stop balloon releases, change opinions
of politicians or simply to again inspire
someone to visit the seashore. We must

harness that power it has to
communicate and engage.

Despite the media work I remain a
fan of one to one “real time” multi-
sensory experiences. As patron for
MARINElife we run workshops on
Lundy which are a great example of
immersive learning for adults. We train
people on how to identify and record
cetaceans and sea birds. We go rock
pooling to discover the diversity and
brilliance of our seashore and discover
the charismatic smaller marine
invertebrates that lurk in the pools off
this jewel of an island that benefits from
full marine protection.

We take our trainees snorkelling to
discover the subtidal world. Some are
nervous and anxious about using a
snorkel but all leave with the biggest
grins across their faces after the sights
they’ve seen. They go on to become true
champions of our seas. I often see
previous attendees on twitter
campaigning about marine issues
passionately after having had their
experience on Lundy.

But how do we go about educating
people about our seas? An environment
and habitat that some are unfamiliar and
even anxious around. We do it gently –
step by step. We go rock pooling, we
encourage snorkelling and we use every
opportunity on our beach holidays to
learn about the seashore.

Rock pooling is such a fantastic way
to start the learning journey about our
seas and I implore every educator,
parent or friend to head to the seashore
with others with the aim to learn about
some of the amazing creatures between
the sun and moon driven high and low
tides. Finding a creature is not enough –
we need to tell their stories of
adaptations that engage a sense of awe,
admiration or just downright disgust.

The humble sea snail or edible
periwinkle might be tragically
overlooked. Especially when you
consider their larval torsion. These
gastropods start off, as you may expect,
their mouth at the head end and the anus
appropriately at their rear end. Thanks
to larval torsion the shell twists and the
bottom of the snail ends up over its
head. This basically means that snails
poo on their own heads.

The incredible limpet – again
overlooked while the race is on to find

Maya Plass is a marine and coastal ecologist.
Maya has been a regular guest presenter and
contributor on marine wildlife on the tv
programmes Springwatch and Coast. She is
the author of RSPB Handbook of the Seashore
and Seashore Watcher. She runs her own
marine education company Learn to Sea and is
a patron of the marine conservation charities
Sea-Changers and MARINElife.

crabs and starfish. They have lovely
cow-like faces with what looks like
horns. They have mind-blowing
adaptations to their lives in this dramatic
tidal environment. They scrape algae
from the rocks with a tongue that is
covered in thousands of teeth. These
teeth have the strongest biological
material known to man. They can even
find their way back to the very same
spot or home scar every low tide thanks
to chemical signals in their slime trail
which shows them which direction they
travelled in.

Education is vital for marine
protection. I have discovered
consistently throughout all my
education work that there is a massive
shortfall in our understanding of our
coast and seas. In conjunction with this
we are living in both terrifying and
exciting times where we hear of the
threats of climate change, ocean
acidification, pollution and overfishing
to our life sustaining waters. This results
in some youngsters becoming
passionate campaigners for a better
future but others find the threats to our
environment distressing. I overheard a
young teenager claiming that it “…hurts
too much to care so we’d rather turn a
blind eye”.

If we arm children and adults with
knowledge they will have the
confidence to speak out for our seas and
feel they can and will make a difference.
This knowledge must be coupled with
passion to empower the next generation
to have the strength and resilience to
protect our seas.

But for now, if you have the chance,
why not head out on to the seashore
with some sturdy footwear and enjoy all
the wonderful species. Don’t forget to
look for an empty urchin box to test and
see the fairy drilled holes for yourself.

Edible periwinkle
Photo: Maya Plass

The Vital Role of Education in Marine Protection
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The European native oyster, Ostrea
edulis, is known by many names: the
flat oyster, native oyster and the
Colchester native. This unassuming
bivalve is rooted deep into the cultural
history of many areas of the UK
coastline, not least the Essex coast,
providing livelihoods, food and even
building materials for centuries
(Colchester Archaeological Trust,
2001). In Essex, native oyster farms and
fisheries date back to the Roman times
and the Colne estuary oyster fishery was
subsequently listed in the Domesday
book back in 1086. Previously forming
a staple part of British diets, this species
of oyster has declined by as much as
95% following 200 years of habitat loss,
over fishing, pollution and disease.
Essex is now one of the few remaining
strongholds of this species and so a
group of people have been working hard
to retain and boost their numbers.

The Essex Native Oyster Restoration
Initiative (ENORI) began with Mersea
Island oystermen wanting to do
something to protect, nurture and bring
back their beloved shellfish to more
areas of their surrounding waters. So,
what originated as a grassroots idea,
championed by the Essex Wildlife
Trust, is now a collaboration of oyster
growers, conservationists, NGOs,
members of the UK government and
researchers at the University of Essex.
Together our work has been pivotal in
the designation of the Blackwater,
Crouch, Roach and Colne estuaries
Marine Conservation Zone in 2013
(Figure 1).

To gain the designation of what is
now the largest inshore Marine
Conservation Zone in the UK, covering
284km2, oystermen, officers at the
Essex Wildlife Trust and marine
biologists at the University of Essex,
assessed the distribution of the
European native oyster in Essex
combining local ecological knowledge
with robust survey design and analysis.
That information provided key evidence

to DEFRA that the waters surrounding
the Essex estuaries don’t just have
native oysters present, but they have
them in some of the highest densities
and abundances remaining in UK
waters. The formal designation that
follows means that not only native
oysters are protected from uncontrolled
fishing, but so are the “beds” and

habitats they create. It also means that
we all now have a legal obligation to
protect and enhance the European
native oyster in Essex. It was found
that despite the success of the native
oyster in Essex, natural replenishment
of their local populations had stalled,
and that active intervention was likely
required to recover them (Allison,

Follow-up to a lecture given at the BNA Conference 2019

How Communities Can Drive Conservation and Restoration Policy: The Colchester Native
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Figure 1: The Essex estuaries and overlapping protected areas (Lown, 2019).
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2019). Thankfully this is something
Essex oystermen have been doing for
hundreds of years.

As part of DEFRA, it is the duty of
Kent and Essex Inshore Fisheries and
Conservation Authority (KEIFCA) to
protect the MCZ, and to aid in the
recovery of its conservation features –
not less because the oyster is locally
common and could be fished again if
its numbers increase. While they knew
there were oysters in some places and
not others and suspected that oysters
could support other interesting
habitats – they did not have a full
picture of the distribution and
densities of oysters or what species
might associate with them.

From 2015 working in
collaboration with KEIFCA and
across ENORI and our local
oystermen communities, biologists
from the University of Essex
estimated the abundance of native
oysters remaining in the MCZ, the
survival and growth of native oystersFigure 3: Cockle shell being laid into the box in early summer 2019 in preparation for native oyster spat.

Photo:Tom C. Cameron

Figure 2: Oysters attached to strings to lay on the sea bed to monitor in-situ growth rates
and survival of individual native oysters.

Photo: Alice E. Lown

Figure 4: One of the 100,000 native oysters laid
down in the restoration box in Essex.

Photo: Alice E. Lown

How Communities Can Drive Conservation and Restoration Policy: The Colchester Native
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and how this affects population trends
(Figure 2). We assessed the benefits
native oysters bring to coastal seas
and produced working models of
native oyster populations within this
protected area so restoration work
could be undertaken effectively.
According to the Kent and Essex
Inshore Fisheries and Conservation
Authority: “Working with the
University has allowed us to identify
and resolve gaps in evidence required
for marine planning and protecting
the Essex marine environment”. From
2017 to 2019, KEFICA, along with
multiple public consultations,
developed the native oyster permit
byelaw. This document provides the
foundation on which future fisheries
may be based, with the aim of the
“public” grounds to one day re-open
to fishing, restoring this culturally
significant livelihood to the area. This
work all pulls together to set a clear
baseline for future management and
restoration of the native oyster.
Perhaps more importantly it shows
that there is huge potential for
collaboration between coastal
communities, scientists, NGOs and
Government to deliver on marine
conservation and restoration …. Or if
your imagination permits… rewilding
of our coastal seas while allowing for
low impact exploitation of marine
resources to grace our plates and keep
these historical communities alive.

Active intervention:
Putting Research into Practice

We now know that the Blackwater,
Crouch, Roach and Colne Estuaries
MCZ is special and we hope, if not
expect the oyster to recover – but it
will take some time. To speed up this
process we in the UK need to join the
global trends in investment in large
scale marine restoration. Oysters will
not settle onto mud and require shelly
and gravelly habitats on which to
settle and grow. It would have once
been the case that, with many
millions of native oysters and thriving
mussel beds in estuaries, there was a
constant natural supply of shell into
sediments. Since then, through a
range of reasons and over many
decades, most southern North Sea

estuaries have lost this shelly, gravelly
sediment and are now characterised by
a high soft mud content with little shell
remaining.  Oyster restoration
therefore, commonly involves around
adding “cultch” to the environment or
removing the upper soft mud to reveal
shell and gravel below. Cultch provides
the essential habitat on which oyster
larvae (spat) can settle on to. In Essex,
we have multiple different types of
protected area, all overlapping and
seemingly working to protect different
environments within the same space
(Figure 1). This means, whilst we now
have a legal obligation to restore the
native oyster, there are also obligations
to protect the subtidal mud and the
communities that supports. ENORI is a
community driven organisation,
therefore any conflict over priorities in
restoration were negotiated carefully,
with consideration for all sides. To
mediate this conflict in the protection
of habitat types, ENORI has negotiated
the protection of an area of sea bed off
the coast of Mersea Island called “The
Box”. This voluntary, no-take
conservation area spans 2km2 (200ha)
and allows us to run experiments, alter
the habitat and add substrate to
encourage oyster growth, without
disturbing the larger expanse of
protected subtidal mud habitats. After
securing funding from the European
Maritime Fisheries Fund, the Banister
Charitable Trust with huge thanks also
to the Blue Marine Foundation we
secured our first – as well as the first
ever of its kind - marine licence for
restoration activities in England. In
June 2019 ENORI started the first
cultch laying trials in Essex. In these
trials, gravel and various shell types
were laid on the sea bed in the hope to
stimulate native oyster recruitment and
settlement into these areas (Figure 3).
A total of 400 tonnes of cultch, along
with 100,000 adult oysters (Figure 4),
was laid onto the sea bed, just before
the oyster breeding season to try and
ensure oyster spat have somewhere
suitable to settle and grow. This has
created what is known as our “Mother
Oyster” sanctuary and, combined with
the deployment of specially designed
spat “collectors” using techniques we
have learned from French oyster
growers, we are hoping to see the first

How Communities Can Drive Conservation and Restoration Policy: The Colchester Native

juvenile oysters growing once they are
large enough to see in the coming
months.

Oyster restoration in Essex is in full
swing and this would not have been
possible without this community
pulling together resources and lifetimes
of knowledge.
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Not only is yew (Taxus baccata) the
oldest European tree species, appearing
in the fossil record in its current form 15
million years ago, individual yew trees,
too, are able to live for an exceptionally
long time. The oldest trees are estimated
to be between 2000 and 3000 years old,
with even greater ages sometimes being
suggested. The exact age of a yew tree
is notoriously difficult to determine
because yews have the fascinating
ability of being able to replace their old,
rotting cores with new wood, which can,
in time, take over from the original
trunk, making ageing by traditional

methods quite impossible. The ages of
some planted yew trees can be traced
through historical records, however.
The ancient yew next to Rycote chapel
near Thame in Oxfordshire (photo 1),
for example, is known to have been
planted in 1135, making it nearly 900
years old.

The growth rate of yew trees slows
down considerably as they age, and
they rarely grow taller than about 20
metres, but, like the Rycote yew, they
can grow very wide. Despite its
considerable age, the imposing trunk of
this tree is still intact (photo 2), with

the hollowing and subsequent
rejuvenation process, which can take
several hundred years, still in its early
stages. As the process continues, the
tree produces internal roots which
slowly grow  down through the
disintegrating core and eventually root
into the ground (photo 3). As the rotten
wood around them is broken down, the
roots grow stronger and take on a
covering of bark, turning into new
trunks. Eventually, they bear more and
more weight and are finally able to
take over completely from the original
trunk. Unique and captivating shapes

Few trees are surrounded by more myths, legends and symbolism than the yew, which was already considered sacred in the
pre-Christian era. In modern times, science has been able to uncover many of the facts which would have given rise to the yew's
mythical status, and yet this process has only added to the fascination of this remarkable tree, which is known from the fossil
record to have existed in its current form for over 15 million years.

Photo 1.  Ancient yew next to Rycote Chapel, near Thame, Oxfordshire (planted 1175)
Photo: Michael Demidecki

Mythical Ancients
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Photo  2.  Ancient yew tree trunk
Photo: Michael Demidecki

Photo 3.   Ancient hollow yew showing internal roots
Photo: Michael Demidecki

Photo 4. Ancient hollow yew tree
Photo: Michael Demidecki

Photo 5. Yew topiary by St. Mary's Church, Painswick, Gloucestershire
Photo: Michael Demidecki

Mythical Ancients
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Photo 6. Yew (Taxus baccata) foliage and fruit
Photo: Michael Demidecki

Photo 7. Yew ripe aril
Photo: Michael Demidecki

Photo 8. Yew male flowers before pollen release
Photo: Michael Demidecki

Photo 9. Yew female flowers
Photo: Michael Demidecki

Mythical Ancients
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can be created in the course of this
process (photo 4). It is thought that
this hollowing of the trunk has
structural benefits for the tree, making
it stronger and more flexible and less
prone to damage in severe weather
conditions.

Not only is the yew able to renew
itself from the core, it is also able to
take root where horizontally growing
branches are touching the ground.
Over time, the rooted branches can
turn into independent trees, giving the
appearance of a small grove, but in
reality all the trunks are still just a
single tree. Unfortunately this process
is not seen very often, because
nowadays yews are rarely left to their
own devices. Instead, they are usually
pruned and clipped to varying extents
(photo 5). Yews tolerate this treatment
exceptionally well, particularly for a
conifer, being able to re-shoot from
old wood better than many
broadleaved trees. Also unusually for
conifers, yews can be grown from
cuttings.

With all these powers of
regeneration, it is not surprising that
yews have long been seen as symbols
of immortality and resurrection. They
have, however, also been closely
associated with death. This is due to
the fact that yews are highly toxic in
virtually all of their parts, both to
humans and livestock. Interestingly, a
number of wild animals such as deer
are surprisingly resistant to the toxins
and are able to browse on the tender
shoots with impunity and apparent
relish.

Many birds as well as foxes and
badgers are attracted by the distinctive
fleshy structures (known as arils)
surrounding the poisonous seeds
(photos 6 & 7). They swallow the
fruits whole and pass the seeds
undamaged, facilitating the trees'
dispersal. The arils are the only parts
of the yew that are not heavily laden
with toxins, although they have been
known to cause vomiting in animals
which have overindulged. Some
species of birds and small rodents are
resistant to the toxins in the seeds and
are able to crack open the hard seed
coat and extract the nutritious but
toxic contents, obviously dashing all

hopes of successful dispersal in the
process.

Only female yew trees bear fruit.
Male trees produce small yellow
flowers from February onwards (photo
8) which are shed soon after they have
released their pollen. The minuscule
(1.5 mm) female flowers (photo 9)
produce a droplet of sticky liquid with
which they capture the pollen from air
currents.

In the past, all across Europe yew
trees used to be far more widespread
and numerous than they are now, often
contributing to the understorey of
beech woodlands, where their high
shade tolerance was allowing them to
thrive. The reason why they are a
relatively rare sight today is that, for
hundreds of years, they were
overexploited for their strong yet
exceptionally flexible timber, which
was particularly favoured for the
manufacture of longbows.  Yew wood
has been used for this purpose since
ancient times, with the 5000-year-old
mummy 'Ötzi', which was found in the
Alps in 1991, already carrying a
longbow made from yew.

Today, Britain is a stronghold for
ancient yews in Europe. Some of these,
such as the imposing Crowhurst yew in
Surrey (photo 10), which is more than
1500 years old and has a girth of over
10 metres, attract visitors from all over
the world. British yews do not benefit
from the same legal protection they
enjoy in some other countries, and so
they depend entirely upon their
charismatic presence to keep them safe
from such misfortunes as being 'tidied
up' or felled entirely on the grounds of
being 'messy old trees'. Hopefully,
along with increasing awareness of the
yew's unusual growth habits and
abilities, this will be enough to allow
them to prevail, so that these
spectacular and magical trees will
remain with us for a long time to come.

Dr. Isabella Brey is a Biologist who can often
be found exploring the Gower Peninsula. This
article was first published in ‘The Bay
Magazine’, Swansea and is reproduced here
with permission of the copyright owners

Photo 10. Ancient hollow yew by St. George’s Church. Crowhurst, Surrey
Photo: Michael Demidecki

Mythical Ancients
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Wetlands
This article looks at how populations
of birds in this one particular habitat
are faring and how management of this
habitat, by the creation of reed beds by
NGOs such as the Royal Society for
the Protection of Birds (RSPB) and
Wildlife Trusts, is positively
influencing the dynamics of those
populations. However, it is to be
understood that this re-wilding of the
wetland habitats will have benefits
beyond the bird life it supports as it
will bring improvements for all
wetland fauna and flora and so increase
the security of the associated
biodiversity. The natural filtration of
water through a reed bed by the action
of aerating means the water is cleaner
after it has passed through, and this, as
well as the action of slowing water
flow by allowing flood water to be
accommodated and then be released at
a more gradual pace, has social and
economic benefits too.

The major plant in these new wet
habitats is the common reed
Phragmites astralus and it provides a
dense species rich aquatic habitat for
invertebrates as well as nursery
protection for eels and other fish from
cyprinids through to rudd and roach, as
well as for fish such as perch and pike;
it provides for a food web that is
topped by the bittern Botaurus stellaris.
The reeds also give cover for nesting
birds such as the marsh harrier Circus
aeruginosus, and songbirds including
the reed bunting Emberiza schoeniclus
and the sedge warbler Acrocephalus
schoenobanus. Management of the reed
beds will have to be maintained to keep
these natural looking areas available to
the bittern and marsh harrier as both
species have very exacting
requirements when breeding. This
includes the depth of the water and the
densities of the reeds in the breeding
areas, also the bittern likes to feed by
the edges of the reeds but not when
they are set in a straight line- the edges
of the reeds need to be wavy (White,

Self and Blyth 2014). Open and
brackish water within this habitat will
have populations of birds such as the
amber listed wigeon Anas penelope, teal
A. crecca, gadwall A. strepera and
mallard A platyrhynchos, while the mud
areas around the margins will afford
breeding sites and feeding areas for the
red data listed lapwing Vanellus
vanellus, ringed plover Chardrius
hiaticula  and black-tailed godwit
Limosa limosa.

The demise and resurgence of
wetlands
Draining of the marshlands started
during Roman times with efforts to
drain coastal marsh and inland fen.
However, effective drainage began in
earnest in the 17th century when Dutch
engineers cut drains in the fens and the
valleys of Hull. Late in the 18th century
the drainage of Ancholme valley in
North Lincolnshire and the Somerset
Levels was started, while the drainage
of the Lancashire and Cheshire mosses
was completed in the 19th century.
Power from windmills provided

improvements to the drainage but was
superceded by steam power, proving to
be far more efficient and giving high
quality agricultural arable land
(Holloway 1996).  This loss of habitat
put pressure on breeding wetland birds,
and that pressure was increased with
the availability of reliable guns in the
19th century. The desire of oologists to
add the eggs of rarer birds to their
collections became the last straw for
some wetland birds, bringing their
extinction in these isles. In 1868 the
bittern was lost and in 1893 it was the
turn of the avocet Recrvirostra
avosetta (BTO).  The millenary trade,
too, was to take thousands of great
crested grebes Podiceps cristatus and
little egrets Egretta garzetta for the fur
and feather trade supporting late 19th

century fashion. That brought the start
of popular avian conservation through
the creation of the RSPB in Britain
(Samstag 1998). As mentioned earlier
another bird reliant on wetland habitat
that had suffered was the marsh harrier,
from the gun and habitat reduction. As
the species retreated to small pockets

Wetland Birds

Reed bed
Photo:S. Rutherford
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Wetland Birds

Bittern
Photo: K. Pickering

Reed bunting
Photo: D. Farrar

Avocet and chick
Photo: D. Farrar

Spoonbill
Photo:K. Pickering

Hobby
Photo: D. Farrar

Black tailed godwits
Photo: D. Farrar
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of fens in Norfolk and Suffolk
eventually only one pair of these birds
was left- on the reserve at Minsmere in
Suffolk. Through the 1980s this was
the total stock of the marsh harrier in
Britain! The avocet, too, being very
much a bird of the brackish water that
surrounded the reed beds, was affected
when these reed beds were drained
(RSPB).

 The birds that have come back
 The return of bitterns and avocets as
breeding birds and the increase of
marsh harriers are thought to have
resulted mainly from Dutch and
Belgium stock post Second World
War, after much of the fens along the
Suffolk/Norfolk coastline and in the
Netherlands and Belgium were flooded
as defences against invasion. This
creation of new habitats along part of
the European coast promoted the
expansion of the ranges of the bittern
and avocet and encouraged the excess
birds to move to the newly wetted
Suffolk and Norfolk fens. Through this
advance in the 1940s the most
northerly sites of the bittern were then
to be found around the Humber estuary
in the east; however, a remote site in
Silverdale in Lancashire was also
established.  However during the early
1990s a problem with the bittern
population in Silverdale at the RSPB
Leighton Moss reserve came to light;
that was that, even though there was a
large wetland area there with sufficient
reed bed and food to hold a large
population of bitterns, the breeding
stock was falling. This was thought to
be occurring for two reasons:

1. After the young birds had
fledged there was little suitable
wetland and wet ditches where these
birds could move to and spend their
first two years before returning to the
breeding site, and

2, The remote nature of the
breeding stock gave rise to a limited
gene pool because of the inability of
the birds to interact with other flocks.

 The creation of two new wetland
sites at the Wildlife Trust site at
Potteric Carr near Doncaster and at the
RSPB reserve in the Dearne Valley
near Barnsley provided these links.
Birds from the Humber colonised
Potteric while birds dispersing from

Silverdale arrived in the Dearne
Valley. Birds from these sites then met
and sent back young to the original
sites with a new genetic makeup.

The bittern has now reached as far
north as Northumberland, probably
assisted by birds reaching us from the
Netherlands as well as by the increased
local populations.

Other wetland birds
The resurgence of the little egret as a
breeding bird along with the
colonisation and establishment of the
Cetti’s warbler Cettia cetti has been
remarkable with the speed of the
spread through new wetland sites
throughout the north of England. The
expansion of the ranges of bearded
reedlings Panurus biarmicus and
hobbies Falco subbuteo has meant that
these birds too are now becoming a
familiar sight over the wetter areas in
the North of England, to the delight of
birders. Other birds associated with
this type of habitat which are now seen
regularly in the southern counties and
may well become breeding birds in the
north are the great white egret Ardea
alba and the spoonbill Platalea
leucorodia along with the now more
frequently sighted purple heron Ardea
purpurea, little bittern Ixobrychus
minutus and Savi’s warbler Locustella
luscinioides. White storks Ciconia
ciconia have now started to nest at the
former farm at Knepp in West Sussex,
and the reintroduction of the common
crane Grus grus to wet places in
Somerset and East Anglia is showing
encouraging signs of success.

A personal thought in conclusion
The development of natural corridors
on a landscape scale is bringing about
changes in our wet areas, and is an
example of how we need to view other
conservation issues, whether they
concern our seas, mountains or
grasslands. Size and connectivity, I
feel however, are not enough if we are
to combat the potential devastation of
biodiversity that we are facing. Time is
the other factor that we must not
overlook. Our political landscape is
run on a five year cycle and that is
hardly a grain of sand in the hourglass
of time needed to bring back, or even
to maintain the nature that surrounds

us. NGOs also need to plan on a greater
time scale rather than by short term
contracts of three or five years if they
are to make a difference by bringing
continuity and lasting changes needed
for nature to adapt and respond to the
dramatic changes that are being
recorded. And this could be happening
as the Cairngorm Connect project in
Scotland is planning to run for two
hundred years to return the Caledonian
forest to something near its former
majesty, but even this great venture will
only take Scots pines that have
germinated this year into late middle
age; it will be another one hundred
years before they become the grand old
“granny pines” of true ancient pine
woodlands with the great benefits that
this age brings.
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Robert Tansey PhD, MBNA

This was the 31st annual Birdfair held
at the Rutland Water Nature Reserve,
Rutland, run and organised by its
founder Tim Appleton, along with the
Birdfair Manager Carole Allen assisted
by Nichola Brown. This enterprise was
created to raise money for the various
conservation projects that are in the
United Kingdom and World-Wide. So
far it has raised five million pounds,
with an additional thirty-five million
raised by Birdlife, giving a grand total
of forty million pounds.

This has been a stupendous
achievement, but only achievable by
the work and contributions made my
hundreds of volunteers, and the help of
various large and small businesses and
agencies.

The Birdfair is the most exciting
event for British bird watchers and
naturalists, and others from all over the
world, and lasts for three days. That’s
three days of lectures, all free, from
eminent naturalists on all sorts of
subjects, from all around the planet.
The best description is that it’s the
equivalent of the World famous
Glastonbury Festival for music lovers

of all kinds. The main similarity on
many years has been the mud! This
year was no different, we had to don
our wellingtons and weather proof
jackets, but the sun came through
occasionally, and the mud hardly
deterred our hardy naturalists.

The several acre site event, is made
up of around a dozen very large
marquees, each packed with exhibitors,
from those showing local produce and
food, to international holiday firms and
booksellers. There were display stands
representing many British and
International Wildlife Groups. That’s
not forgetting the huge range of optical
ware, from huge birdwatching
telescopes to small pocket cameras.
There was a bar, and various eating
venues abounded, with a cash point
and numerous toilet facilities. I toured
the event talking to various individuals
and organisation representatives, and
listened to a few of the dozens of
speakers.

It’s a huge complex and the Art and
Photography marquee was as always
packed with people seeking that very
special present or something

spectacular to put on their wall, the
presence of images created by some
great artists being there on display.
The optical specialists were selling the
latest Zeiss equipment, or products
from Kowa, Nikon, Panasonic, Viking
or Swarovski and a few others. All
allowed you to handle and try out their
products, and many offered special
discounts to birdfair visitors.

But the most important exhibitors
were the various British Conservation
Bodies being represented, such as the
R.S.P.B., The British Dragonfly
Society, the British Trust for
Ornithology, the Field Studies
Council, the Fair Isle Birding Bird
Observatory, the Barn Owl Trust,
Butterfly Conservation and many
more, all trying to attract new
members and giving information on
what they do. The Leicestershire and
Rutland Wildlife Trust were
represented, and their staff and
members do a great deal to assist in
the running of the Rutland Water
Reserve, owned by Anglian Water,
without whom nothing would be
happening at all.

Books are always important to
naturalists, and an Authors’ Forum in
its own marquee, had talks going on
every hour or so given by established
and up and coming authors. After each
talk visitors could purchase signed
copies of the books.

Wildlife Magazines took up
various stands in the main marquees,
especially those numbered 2,3,5, and
6. Featured were publications from
Birdwatch Magazine, BBC Wildlife
Magazine and Princetown Wild
Guides through to the Bird Watching
Magazine.

Simon King
Simon King had an arena in
association with Zeiss (optics) and
presented talks on various aspects of
natural history, along with others such
as Nick Baker. I spoke with Simon

The Great Birdfair, Rutland Water
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about the Birdfair and the BNA, and
he said “I think I first became
involved with the Birdfair about
fifteen years ago, I have always had a
presence with a stand, but in the last
two years have collaborated with
Zeiss.” I asked why he left
Springwatch and he said, “I decided I
needed to concentrate on what I really
do, that is conservation and wildlife.”
I asked about his involvement with
the British Naturalists’ Association
and he replied, “They got in touch
with me, and I was flattered to be
invited to become an Honorary
Fellow.” He went on to say, “I’m not
one to wear badges or robes or any
other form of accolade, but I was
honoured to do so, being honoured by
fellow naturalists.” He also said that
he was always being portrayed as a
television personality, but that was a
role that came to him as a result of
being a naturalist, and being a
naturalist is what he is really about.
Of the BNA he went on to say that he
was proud to be an Honorary Fellow
of such an illustrious organisation.

Mythic Hippo
In my Interview with exhibitor Jenny
Grewal of Mythic Hippo Photography I
asked how long she had been at the
Birdfair. She replied: “It’s my third
year.” I asked: “How long have you
been doing photography?” Her
response: “I’ve been doing
photography semi-professionally for
six years, before it was just a hobby.”
We went on to discuss how she came
into this field of work, and did it pay.
She said it was slow, but she
supplements her income by working as
a locum veterinary surgeon in the
Chippenham area. It also pays for her
to visit other countries with her partner,
collecting photos of dozens of birds
and other wildlife. She is shortly taking
a party of tourist naturalists to
Herzegovina in Bosnia, a result of her
presence at the Birdfair.

The Sunday Morning Church
Service for Christian Naturalists.
I attended the service to see just how
many would put aside the hustle and
bustle of the fair for three quarters of

The Great Birdfair, Rutland Water

An art stall at Birdfair, Rutland Water
Photo: Robert Tansey

Jenny Grewal & Partner ( Mythic Hippo Photography)
Photo: Robert Tansey

John Clayton, John Hague and Dave Gray
(Leicestershire and Rutland Ornithological Society)

Photo: Robert Tansey

Paul and Clare Hara
(Summerfield Books)

Photo: Robert Tansey

an hour in quiet contemplation. It was
run by A ROCHA, a group comprising
a number of differing denominations
putting forward the importance of
balancing the needs of the natural world
and mankind.  It will be remembered
that E.K. Robinson, the founder of
BNA, himself was a devout Christian,
and always tried to balance the needs of
the environment with man. He wrote,
The Religion of Nature, which he
addressed: To the Heads of All
Christian Churches I Dedicate this
Book because, although Dogmas Clash
and Creeds differ, there is only one
TRUTH.  I counted about sixty
attendees, which was not too bad
considering it was nine fifteen in the
morning, and the gates only opened at
nine. Even for those of no belief, that
short time of quiet contemplation was a
good start to the day.

The Birdfair is without doubt the
most important three days in the
naturalist’s calendar year. I hope to
meet a few of you there next year.
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June Chatfield OBE, PhD, FBNA

July 2020 marks the tercentenary of
the birth of The Reverend Gilbert
White in Selborne, Hampshire. His
classic work The Natural History and
Antiquities of Selborne published in
1789 is known to many BNA members
and he was pioneering a new approach
to natural history away from
collecting, naming and anatomy, more
into outdoor observations and case
studies which were recorded regularly
in his journals.  As a clergyman he
came to know some fine old yews in
local churchyards. In Letter 5 of the
Antiquities* he includes a description
of the yew in Selborne churchyard that
he deemed to be an antiquity and
probably “coeval with the church”.
Like naturalists after him, White
measured the girth of the tree which
was 23 ft. William Cobbett visited
Selborne on 7th August 1823, as
described in his Rural Rides of 1830,
and his measurement was 23ft 8 inches
and the tree pronounced in perfect
health. Neither White nor Cobbett gave
the height of the measurement.
Thomas Bell, a dental surgeon and
zoologist who had bought White’s old
home ‘The Wakes’ measured it again
when preparing footnotes for his
edition of Selborne published in 1877
and found it to be 23 ft. at 1 ft.  above
ground and 25ft. girth at 4ft. Bell also
(quoting a paper by Mr Bowman in the
Magazine of Natural History who
dates trees by de Candolle’s method)
pronounced it to be then 1,200 years of
age and planted between 650-60 AD so
pre-dating the existing church which is
transitional Norman on a Saxon site
and likely associated with an earlier
Pagan holy site – under new
management in the Christian era. A
modern estimation of the age of the
tree is 1,400 years, confirming Bell’s
estimate. Preparing for his book
Hampshire Days of 1903, W H
Hudson also visited and measured the
Selborne yew, again finding it in good
health and giving its girth as 27ft, an

increase on all previous measurements.
White recorded in his Naturalist’s
Journal on 27th February 1791 that a
large bough had broken off by the
weight of snow settled on its evergreen
foliage. A far worse fate and the
demise of the Selborne yew came on
25th January 1990 when a severe
daytime wind and storm blew the
complete tree over and across the
porch of the church. Attempts were
made to save it by Merrist Wood
Agricultural College who brought a
winch to re-erect it in its hole on 13th

February 1990 but although it sprouted
some new shoots, it eventually
withered and died by 1992, rather like
a veteran oak on the Plestor that was
windblown in 1703 and White’s
grandfather, the Reverend Gilbert
White senior who held the living of
Selborne organised its re-erection but
that also failed. So the failure of the
Selborne yew in similar circumstances
in 1990 repeated this history. The
Selborne yew trunk remains in the
churchyard, now clothed in
honeysuckle.

However more success came from
cuttings taken for propagation, both by
the College and the Forestry
Commission, and its genes live on in a
replacement cloned tree and that is
now of considerable size. It was
ceremonially planted in the churchyard
on 28th November 1992 by the
Reverend James Anderson (Vicar)
assisted by Selborne’s oldest inhabitant
in her 90s and its youngest, a baby less
than a year old. More recently a living
shoot of yew has been seen (2007)
from the base of the old trunk but
emerging some years after the tree was
pronounced dead so we presume that
this must have come from a seed from
the hanger or village where there are
female yews, eaten by a bird,
transported in the gut then regurgitated
on the old tree. A website
www.ancient-yew.org/userfiles/file/

selbornepdf gave the opinion of the
Tree Advice Group that it was a
seedling as it had no taproot. A DNA
test would be able to settle the matter if
funds were available.

White referred to other aspects of
yew trees with examples in other
places, both in his book and journals.
He was aware that a yew tree can be
either male or female, giving local
examples in the Naturalist’s Journal
entry 12th November, 1778:

The vast yew-tree at Prior’s-
dean is a female: males in general
grow to the largest bulk. The yew-
tree of East Tisted is a female. The
great yew-tree at Selborne, & two
very large ones at Farringdon are
all males.

6th January 1781: Farringdon
30ft in girth is the largest.
White’s last visit outside Selborne

was to his brother Benjamin the
publisher who had retired to live in
Bentley by the River Wey near Alton.
Here on 17th March 1793 he visited
Bentley church where he recorded:

There is an avenue of aged yew-
trees leading up to the church.

One that he did not mention but
that is a large tree today is that beside
his brick walk in the garden at ‘The
Wakes’ that he presumably planted as
part of his garden designs. An
illustration by Samuel Hieronymus
Grimm who came to Selborne to make
illustrations for White’s book in 1776
namely the one from the meadow
looking at the garden and rear of the
house (original in Harvard College
Library, USA) and published as a
frontispiece to a facsimile of Gilbert
White’s Garden Kalendar (Clegg
1975) shows no sign of a tree in that
position. Perhaps it was too small to be
seen. That too is a male tree, so could
conceivably be an eighteenth century
propagule of the churchyard tree,
unless White dug up a sapling from the
woods, something that he did for other
plants. Yew, a native tree grows wild

Yew trees and Gilbert White of Selborne
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in the chalk hills of the East Hampshire
Hangers and W H Hudson in
Hampshire Days refers to it being
sometimes called the “Hampshire
weed”.

Gilbert White was also well aware
of the poisonous nature of all parts of
the tree, except the fleshy aril around
the seed, also covered in Letter 5 of the
Antiquities. After his book was
published White came into
correspondence with Robert Marsham

of Norfolk who was a tree enthusiast
and in a letter that he wrote to Marsham
on 18th January 1791, he recalled a bad
experience that he had with yew as a
young man when winding up the affairs
of an uncle in Ely who had died:

In the year 1746 I lived for six
months at Thorney in the Isle of Ely,
to settle an executorship, & dispose
of live stock: there I lost nine oxen
by their eating yew, as mentioned in
my book.

* The Antiquities, the third section of White’s
original book was included in many larger
Victorian editions, but omitted from most in the
20th century. It was included in the Ray Society
edition of the full work published in 1993 and
based on a facsimile of the 1813 edition.

The Antiquities were issued on their own in 1950,
Falcon Press, London and in 1982, Gresham
Books, Henley-on-Thames, Oxon.

Yew trees and Gilbert White of Selborne

Old Selborne yew trunk in snow in 2010
Photo: June Chatfield

The new yew in  2012
Photo:June Chatfield

Old Selborne yew trunk in 2014
Photo: June Chatfield

Old Selborne yew trunk with the new shoot on 29.06.2014
Photo: June Chatfield
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It was on 5th August 2017 on a
recording and consultation day at
King’s Pond, Alton in Hampshire,
organised by Alton Town Council who
own the site, that I first had my
attention drawn to black larvae of the
alder leaf beetle (Agelastia alni) that
were making spectacular damage in the
leaves of a young common alder tree by
the edge of the pond. They had been
spotted by Max Blake, an entomologist
working for the Forestry Commission
who lived in the town. On 28th August I
searched other alder trees in the corner
of the King’s Pond open space and also
some planted along the bank of the
northern Wey just downstream at The
Lamports behind Alton railway station
and they were very well established
there too. The following year on 9th

June 2018 the Alton Natural History
Society held a field meeting at King’s
Pond to continue recording and the
alder leaf beetle was even more
intensive such that the leaf damage
could hardly be overlooked and that has
continued and two adults were seen.
The adults are spectacular blue-black
metallic beetles about 8mm in length.
All these areas remained well colonised
in 2019 and in September I counted
over 13 adults on damaged leaves of the

brushwood on trees in the corner of the
site while the leaves of the higher
canopy were also under attack.

This beetle was native to the British
Isles but was rare and presumed extinct
here since it had not been found from
1945-2003. Then in 2004 it turned up in
Manchester, spreading through north-
east England into north Wales (in
2018). Interestingly an early paper on
its re-establishment was in BNA’s
Country-Side in 2004 when it was
recorded for south Yorkshire. This is
obtainable as a pdf of the issue online
(www.bna-naturalists.org/css15. pdf).

The website of the Southampton
Natural History Society reported this in
the south of the country where Dave
Hubble found it causing damage to
apple leaves, a new behaviour for
Britain, but known in France
(http://sotonnhs.net). Alton, where it
was found in 2017 is some 40 miles
north of Southampton.

The beetle has one generation a year
with the adults appearing in mid to late
summer and they can have a period of
aestivation before dropping off the tree
to overwinter in the soil and leaf-litter
below. Keep a look out for alder leaves
almost reduced to the veins, and they
are particularly conspicuous when

looking up through the canopy with
backlighting from the sky. It is not
known how the recovery was made, but
with the first discovery found in the
north, rather than the south where
newly arriving insects from the
Continent usually start, one suspects
that garden centre or tree nursery stock
may have been the point of entry. Once
in, the adults can fly and form colonies
in nearby alders.

Leaf damage on alder caused by the alder leaf
beetle along the River Wey, Alton, August 2019

Photo: June Chatfield

Larvae of alder leaf beetle
Photo: June Chatfield

Adult alder leaf beetle
Photo: June Chatfield

Alder Leaves as Lace Curtains: Return of the Alder Leaf Beetle
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In my previous article (Redgate, 2019),
I described and proposed the concept of
the West European Archipelago (WEA)
with reference to the group of islands
themselves. In order to complete the
full description of the WEA as a
recognised biogeographical unit, the
surrounding seas of our archipelago
need to be considered.

This article considers the naming of
the different seas, which are located
above the West European Continental
Shelf, within a coastal and open water
context that reflects national and
international legislation. These are
derived to reflect, and be compatible
with, the biogeographical principle
behind the WEA concept. Therefore,
the areas of Exclusive Economic Zones
(EEZs) claimed by a coastal nation are
ignored as they are readily included in
the existing open water bodies; EEZs’
boundaries frequently extend up to 200
km from a country’s coastline, often in
a perpendicular manner from the
coastline along the continental shelf’s
sea floor (rather than being parallel
with the coastline) in order to gain
access to a particular economic
resource, such as mineral or fishing
rights, and are often the subject of legal
disputes.

I have broadly used the areas
devised by the OSPAR convention of
1992 (OSPAR)1, which is the
mechanism by which 15 Governments
& the EU cooperate to protect the
marine environment of the North East
Atlantic Ocean (see Figure).

The two relevant areas are the
Greater North Sea (area II) and the
Celtic Seas (area III). I have modified
the boundaries between these two Seas
around the WEA to reflect natural
boundaries where possible. The north-
eastern boundary between these two sea

areas reflects a more natural boundary
that is present within the Continental
Shelf, rather than artificial lines (in the
original) created for simplified mapping
with the least number of co-ordinates.
The original boundary was taken from
Cape Wrath (north-west corner of
mainland Scotland), directly northwards
to a fixed co-ordinate and then directly
eastward until the Norwegian coastline.
It is highly unlikely that natural changes
to sea currents and seabed habitats will
be found along these linear boundaries. I
propose to create the boundary to follow
the eastern seaboard of the Northern

Isles (Orkney and Shetland), which
follows a ‘linear’ zone of faulting along
the seabed of the Continental Shelf 2 .
The Northern Isles and associated zone
of faulting may well influence changes
in the movement of surface and subsea
currents, as well as changes in the
seabed habitats between these two sea
areas. The original south-western
boundary between the two sea areas
does not appear to have any obvious

As a supplement to my previous article introducing the concept of the West European Archipelago, the naming of the territorial
waters and surrounding seas are considered using the same concept to produce a standard naming framework in order to
improve the quality of comparative research and data dissemination for the resident and overseas naturalist.

Figure: North East Atlantic Ocean and the West European Archipelago Seas
Based on the following source: https://www.ospar.org/convention/the-north-east-atlantic.

For original boundaries – see source. Selected boundaries have been modified by author (see legend).
Original image copyright of OSPAR Commission 2019

1. This unified, updated and extended the
decisions of two previous conventions held in
Oslo (1972) and Paris (1974).

2. As I was preparing this article, I discovered that
The European Environment Agency had modified
this OSPAR boundary in a similar manner in
2015 (European Environment Agency, 2015).

West European Archipelago: Coastal Waters and Open Seas

Sea Areas
Region I:  Arctic Waters
Region II:  Greater North Sea
Region III: Celtic Seas
Region IV:  Bay of Biscay &
 Iberian Coast
Region V:  Wider Atlantic

Boundary Changes
OSPAR boundaries

modified by author
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Name Description – component coastlines

NORTH EAST ATLANTIC [OSPAR, 1992]

Celtic Seas [area III] Ireland, north & west coasts of Great Britain, Western & Northern Isles, Irish Sea
& western edge of English Channel

Greater North Sea [area II] Eastern seaboards of the Northern Isles, east & south coasts of Great Britain
(including the English Channel); extending to Norway & west European coastline
(including the Kattegat)

WEA CONTEXT

Country & Crown Dependencies’ Waters
[English, Welsh, Scottish, Northern Irish, Éire’s,
Isle of Man’s, Guernsey & Jersey]

22.2 km zone from the coastline of each or mid-line between any two coastlines

Great Britain’s Waters
[English, Welsh & Scottish]

22.2 km zone from the combined coastlines; mid-line in Irish Sea and with the
Isle of Man

United Kingdom’s Waters
[English, Welsh, Scottish & Northern Irish]

22.2 km zone from the combined coastlines; mid-line in Irish Sea and with Isle of
Man

Channel Isles’ Waters
[Guernsey3 & Jersey]

22.2 km zone from their combined coastlines; mid-line with French coastline

British Island’s Waters
[English, Welsh, Scottish, Northern Irish,
Isle of Man’s, Guernsey & Jersey]

22.2 km zone from the combined coastlines of each; mid-line with Éire's and
French coastlines

Ireland’s Waters
[Northern Irish & Éire’s]

22.2 km zone from Ireland’s coastline, mid-line in Irish Sea

West European Archipelago’s Waters
[English, Welsh, Scottish, Northern Irish, Éire’s,
Isle of Man’s, Guernsey & Jersey]

22.2 km zone from the combined archipelago’s coastline

Table: West European Archipelago seas – components

natural features at the western edge of
the English Channel: I have taken a
straight line between the Lizard Point
(on the south coast of mainland
England) and Île d’Yoc’h (Brittany)
that could be considered as an
appropriate boundary between the two
Seas and is close to the shortest open
water distance.

There is a two tier arrangement to
acknowledge territorial waters around
the West European Archipelago  and
the wider European context (see Table).
Individual territorial waters can be
delimited by projecting the land
boundaries between the countries and
Crown Dependencies out into the
surrounding seas for 22.2 km.

As with the land areas,
combinations of waters are possible
should the need arise: for example,
Great Britain + Isle of Man’s waters;
Great Britain + Channel Isles’ waters.

Ireland is the only island that is
surrounded by a single sea, viz., the
Celtic Seas. Similarly, the Crown

Dependencies are located within a
single sea, viz., Channel Isles in the
Greater North Sea (English Channel)
and the Isle of Man in the Celtic Seas
(Irish Sea).

The purpose of the WEA concept is
to aid in the generation of biodiversity
lists by collating records from all
locations within a given Water’s
delineated area: it does not replace the
locational details for individual records
such as the local names for areas of
open waters, local currents, coastal
waters and sea beds.

As with the land areas, the above
tiered arrangement will allow
researchers to group or separate faunal
and floral checklists to suit their needs
in an easier, more logical and rational
manner: for example, historical and
current biodiversity information can
easily be collated for the individual
territorial waters as well as collectively
for the two main Seas and make valid
comparisons of any changes in
biodiversity with time; and analyse the
similarities or differences between
different marine areas.

I trust the two articles on the West
European Archipelago are well-received
and the concept provides a very valuable
tool to resident and overseas naturalists
and researchers in their studies of our
fascinating and extremely diverse flora
and fauna that is found in our
archipelago – and those still waiting to
be discovered.
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Muntjac and Water Deer. 2019. by Arnold Cooke. Exeter: Pelagic Publishing. ISBN
9781784271909. . Paperback. 374pp. £35.00.
This book fills a much-needed gap in the literature and brings together published and unpublished
information about the Reeves’ muntjac and the Chinese water deer in Britain. Much of the
information is new and comes from the author’s own extensive researches over more than 40
years, particularly in Cambridgeshire. Early chapters look at the natural history of these two
species of deer, their breeding, and detecting their presence in the field. Both species have been
introduced from the far east and the author considers their colonisation firstly at a national level
and then at a county level in Cambridgeshire. Methods for determining population size and
changes at sites are given. Impacts of the two deer species are considered as are processes in
impact management such as monitoring muntjac damage. The control of muntjac populations is
the subject of a later chapter. The author looks at the effects of muntjac browsing and the impacts
of muntjac grazing, also on the indirect effects of muntjac on animals. In a final chapter he
discusses the present and the future. This is an excellent book with a comprehensive list of
references, and the naturalist and woodland manager will learn a great deal from its pages.

Michael Demidecki

Rocky Shores. 2019.  by John Archer-Thomson & Julian Cremona. London: Bloomsbury
Wildlife. ISBN 9781472943132. Hardback. 384pp.£35.00.
Both authors worked at the Field Studies Council centre of Dale Fort, Pembrokeshire, running the
centre and teaching marine ecology for many years as well as taking photographs, so this book
reflects lively first-hand experience written with interest and enthusiasm for the sea and its
inhabitants at all times of year and weather conditions. It also introduces the pioneering work of
writers like P H Gosse in the nineteenth century and the set-up later that century and into the next
of marine biological stations based on research, some of which have sadly closed due to funding
problems. The approach is to introduce the marine shore experience, the structure of rocky shores
around the British Isles, the factors behind the zones of life from upper to lower shore followed
by chapters on the groups from seaweeds through invertebrate life to fish and birds and their
adaptations to the rocky shore. Marine plankton is also covered as that is important food for filter
feeders including larval stages of gastropods, bivalves, barnacles and crabs. ‘Nature’s giant
compost heap’ introduces the strand line, popular with beach combers while the book concludes

The Country of Larks, A Chiltern Journey: In the footsteps of Robert Louis Stevenson and
the footprint of HS2. 2019. by Gail Simmons.  Chalfont St. Peter: Bradt Travel Guides Ltd.
ISBN 978178477-080-8.  Hardback. 181pp. £11.99.
In The Country of Larks Gail Simmons follows in the footsteps of Robert Louis Stevenson. Now
better known for his fiction, he was in his time first and foremost a travel writer. In The
Beechwoods, an account of a three day walk he took through the Chilterns tallies almost exactly
with the proposed route of the HS2 through this Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty.   Gail
Simmons walks through the landscape, tracing its history, how it evolved and grew, and how it
will be irreparably damaged by the scale of the HS2 construction project.

Although the author is well versed in environmental issues, for natural historians the value of
this very readable book is about how our quintessential English landscape evolved and how
entwined the different habitats are with their layers of history.   She traces the origins of place
names, natural and human aspects of the landscape, how the fields and boundaries, roads and
ditches developed and were used, and still survive.   This is an ancient landscape which has
endured through many changes.   She plots the damage both to local wildlife sites and species,

historic monuments and communities that HS2 will cause.  Despite the sadness engendered by the impending destruction, this is
a very enjoyable read, educational about landscape history without being preachy.  A few illustrations, including some of the old
maps and plans, and a detailed route of each day’s walk, would have added greatly to the narrative but nevertheless it is highly
recommended. Catherine Artindale

with challenges and threats to rocky shores and their futures. There is a good list of references and further reading. This is a most
attractive book, informative as well as a good read. June Chatfield

Book Reviews



28 Country-Side    Autumn & Winter  2019                                                                               www.bna-naturalists.org

The Red Kite's Year. 2019. by Ian Carter & Dan Powell. Exeter: Pelagic Publishing.
ISBN 9781784272005. Paperback. 176pp. £25.
The story of the red kite’s recovery in Wales and then its reintroduction to the rest of the UK is
very well documented, so, do we need another book on the subject? With this book the answer is
a resounding yes. As the title suggests this is the story of the ecology of the kite by condensing
many hours of patient and well recorded observations into a month by month account of its yearly
cycle, however, this book also looks at the history of the kite in Britain giving an insight into the
fall and rise of its fortunes. And by showing the needs and behaviour of the kite in this way will,
I am sure, encourage the reader to go and look again at these birds for themselves.

Ian Carter has proved himself to be a fine observer and naturalist, however, this book is not
one story by one author, but of two, as the illustrations of Dan Powell and personal stories and
notes of how and where he obtained the observations of the subjects rightly deserve the equal
billing. Two fine naturalists giving a new slant on an ongoing story through very good fieldwork.
A thoroughly recommended book of an outstanding natural history success story.

Steve Rutherford

A Naturalist's Guide to the Butterflies of Britain and Northern Europe. 2019. by Ted Benton.
Oxford: John Beaufoy Publishing Ltd. [2nd Revised edition] ISBN 9781912081202. Paperback.
160pp. £7.99
The book is one of a series of Naturalist’s Guides, written by different authors to help the
naturalist on identification of the subject. This book by Ted Benton is a very clear and easy book
to use and covers all 158 species of butterfly found not only in Britain but in northern Europe as
a whole. It is lightweight and pocket size, making it perfect for the traveller; beautiful photos,
compact and great for a holiday, all that I would need on a special trip. Each species has precise
descriptions and information on distribution, habitats and habits. The photographs, most of them
taken by the author, are an excellent visual aid of what the butterfly will look like, showing where
possible, male and female and underside views. I really like this book, I found it easy to
understand and follow. Many books are too scientific but this one is aimed at the amateur, and the
fact Ted uses common names in his descriptions opens the book up to many more readers who
may be put off by scientific names and the difficulty to pronounce and remember them. This is a

book I would be very happy to have on my book shelf. Ted is Professor Emeritus in Sociology at the University of Essex and a
renowned author having already had published several other natural history books including Solitary Bees (2017) and two in The
New Naturalist Library – Bumblebees (2006) and Grasshoppers and Crickets (2012)

Pauline Rutherford
Offers to Readers of Country-Side
Bradt Travel Guides is offering readers of Country-Side Magazine a special 25% discount on copies of The Country of Larks. To claim your discount,
purchase the book at www.bradtguides.com and enter code COUNTRYSIDELARKS25 at checkout.

Muntjac and Water Deer and The Red Kite’s Year: Pelagic publishing have created  a 30% discount for BNA members available
from www.pelagicpublishing.com - using BNA30 - this is  good for at least 12 months. The discount can be used on any Pelagic title.

Wild Flowers of the High Weald: A discount can be obtained of 10% off the RRP £15. To be redeemed from the Kew online
shop https://shop.kew.org/ and the specific product page is: https://shop.kew.org/wild-flowers-of-the-high-weald using the code WEALD10 .The offer will
run until 29.02.2020.

Order your copy of Rocky Shores (code ROCKYSHORES20) at 20% discount plus p & p by going to www.Bloomsbury.com and entering the code.
The offer will run until the end of 2019.

Book Reviews

Wild flowers of the High Weald. 2018. by Chris Clennett. Kew Publishing (Royal Botanic
Gardens, Kew). ISBN: 9781842466629. Paperback. 106pp.  £15
This is a slender volume which approaches its subject in a rather different way from many such
accounts. After an introductory section the book is divided into ‘habitat’ sections, and this is
where we tend to see its idiosyncratic approach more, because ‘woodlands’ are covered by no
fewer than four separate sections, covering, firstly, ‘planted’ woodlands, followed by ‘natural’
woodlands, ‘coppice’ woodland, and rounded off by ‘ghyll’ woodland, the latter covering
woodlands occurring along the area’s characteristic incised valleys. It is also idiosyncratic to start
off the consideration of ‘habitats’ with gardens. Later on, we get a section called ‘sandrock’ – the
other characteristic feature of the High Weald, which we might have expected to have been
covered by a section on geology, as such. Finally, we get accounts of the area’s meadows, heaths,
wetlands, its short section of coast, farmland and wasteland. In each of these there is a discussion
of characteristic plants, quite a few of which are illustrated by generally very fine photos. The

book is then rounded off with a comprehensive list of plant species for the area and a short piece about conserving the future. As
a ‘guide’ I think it falls a bit short but it is a worthwhile read, and people will come away from it feeling they know much more
about this fascinating area than they might have done previously.

Trevor James


