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Foreword 
from the chair

Friends, we are living in an unprecedented time – and strangely 
enough I’m not referring to Covid or lockdown! I’m referring to 
climate change, because it is bigger than this virus crisis. Climate 
change endangers us but also thousands of species, animals and 
plants. Our little organisation is made up of people who love nature 
in general and the diversity of Stanpit Marsh in particular. We are 
trying to help the Marsh through this change.

Our membership contribution continues to support the Marsh, the 
Visitor Centre, the volunteers, Marsh studies, etc. But without our 
organised activities for over a year, finances have decreased and our 
wish to do more for the wildlife of the Marsh has taken a knock. But 
we will be back and we look forward to seeing you all again both at 
the Centre and at our talks and events in just a short time.

Enjoy the spring and the warming sun!

- Alan Hopking
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Warden’s 
Snippets  

The team is still awaiting restructuring news but with several key 
staff members leaving the Bournemouth team, Robin will be tem-
porarily responsible for staff at both Stanpit and Hengistbury Head 
from late February. This is only possible because of the support of 
competent team members on both sides of the harbour. It’s certain-
ly a unique opportunity for him to gain a full understanding of local 
issues!

BCP changes

It is likely that restrictions will again be slowly eased in the coming 
weeks. Sites have remained much busier than normal all through 
the winter and indications are that we will be facing a spring and 
summer very similar to 2020, in terms of visitor numbers. Howev-
er, we are in a better position in terms of awareness, site presence 
(thanks to our wonderful volunteer wardens) and updated infra-
structure to better deal with additional pressures. We will do our 
best to manage what we are faced with but may need to accept that 
until other leisure options are available, there will be additional im-
pacts. Hopefully the situation will improve more permanently as we 
get through the year and importantly we will be able to reopen the 
Visitor Centre and have events!

Impacts of Covid-19

Grazing numbers are at typical winter levels, apart from the unfortu-
nate need to remove Nigel, the stallion, following pushy behaviour, 
which in turn was caused by people feeding, despite signs asking 
them not to. Posts on social media, better signage and wardening 
will hopefully resolve this and he will be able to return in Spring. 
We can expect all of the mares to have foals again, around May.

Bridge repairs and replacements have been ongoing with further 
works planned in the next few weeks.

Ponies

Bridges

- Robin Harley



We have used this funding to upgrade our animal handling area at 
the entrance by the Scout Hut and to replace the collapsing fence 
along the boundary up to the visitor centre. This took place in very 
challenging wet conditions but had to be completed prior to the 
bird-nesting season. The contractor will be returning to tidy up the 
ruts left from the work. No further works are planned until autumn 
when we will be restoring some scrapes and ditches on Priory Marsh.

This area continues to provide an additional area for the public, in-
cluding for walking dogs off a lead. Recent changes include the first 
of a series of oak sculptures and lots more tree and hedge plant-
ing. Upcoming works include a new circular gravel track around the 
whole site to improve access, especially in winter and carving of 
the oak seat that overlooks the Marsh. Value for wildlife and people 
should increase over time.

Countryside Stewardship Works

Riversmeet Meadow Update
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“Jay, Jay, plant me an acorn.
I will plant you a thousand acorns.

Acorn, acorn, grow me an oak.
I will grow you an oak that will live
for a thousand years.

Year, year, fledge me a Jay.
I will fledge you a Jay that will plant
you a thousand acorns that will each
grow a thousand oaks that will each
live a thousand years that will each
fledge a bright-backed, blue-winged
forest-making Jay. “

Jay by Robert McFarlan
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Jay, the forest 
maker - Sheila Richards

The Jay (Garrulus glandarius - Noisy acorn-eater) is a shy woodland bird  
feeding mainly on acorns, but also on nuts, seeds, insects and the young 
of other birds and mammals. Apparently, the New Forest is one of its 
strongholds in England. Despite its bad press for raiding other birds’ 
nests, it is of great value to nature as a forest-maker, as the poem above 
very cleverly illustrates.

In autumn, Jays collect and cache acorns within their territory to retrieve 
later in the winter when food is scarce.  Each Jay may store around 3,000 
acorns in the course of a winter. They carry them in their gullet and beak, 
usually 3 or 4 at a time, but some may carry up to 9. To enable them 
to carry so many, they have evolved elastic expandable throats. These 
acorns are stored in a variety of places, some wedged in cracks in bark, 
while others are buried in the ground. It was previously thought that 
Jays often forgot where some of their acorns were hidden, but now 
scientists have confirmed that some are left deliberately. In spring, the 
Jays they studied returned to oak saplings grown from acorns stashed 
the previous autumn and winter, and picked off the first tender young
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A few years ago, after nurturing them in the garden for years, we 
donated 3 oak saplings to the Countryside Team who planted them 
in Steamer Point woods. I hope they are growing on strongly there. 
We now have another sapling growing in a bank which needs a new 
home. There are oak trees not too far away, and Jays often visit our 
garden making off with peanuts. I’m wondering now if these oak 
saplings grew from acorns dropped by Jays, helping the environment 
with reforestation. Having seen Jays in North Scrubs, perhaps any 
oaks there or in Stanpit Scrubs, were also the work of our unsung 
forester.

leaves, carrying them off to feed to their newly-hatched chicks. This 
doesn’t appear to damage the saplings. The Jays don’t take the young 
leaves of other plant species, nor can the chicks digest the leaves of 
mature oaks.    

It seems this clever bird has been adding oak trees to our landscape for 
hundreds of thousands of years. Oak trees are highly valued as hosts to 
hundreds of insect species, which are a food source for birds, and for 
their acorns which are eaten by birds and mammals such as squirrels, 
badgers and deer. A Polish study in the Bialowieza Forest showed that 
oaks growing singly scattered by Jays over a wide area have a greater 
survival rate than those planted in neat rows in one place. Even those 
solitary oak trees growing in hedgerows might well have grown from 
acorns dropped through the dense blackthorns by Jays.

Information sourced from the web and an article in Country Living magazine. 
Photos by Sheila Richards
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As a follow-up to our article last time, we have received some more 
very imaginative collective names for plants.  The following for 
marsh plants are from our old friend Peter Holloway - thanks Peter.

An inundation of sea lavender  A pocket or clutch of purslane 
A flowering/dash of rush  An onrush of reeds 
A peppering of salt pans  An edge of sedge 
A blessing of sea-blite   A raising of glasswort

Below are more plant and tree names sent in by Ann and her friends 
- well done ladies.

A blush of roses   A coven of yew trees 
A parade of lupins   A quiver of aspens 
A fiesta of foxgloves   A regiment of red hot pokers 
A stippling of wood anemones  An ocean of bluebells 
An astonishment of sunflowers A wilderness of weeds 
A benediction of blossom  A sprinkle of cyclamen 
A host of daffodils   A carillon of harebells 
A prickle of thistles   A posse of peonies 
A bangle of bryony berries  A bevy of bullrushes 
A galaxy of daisies

What a lovely picture these conjure up on cold days. I think we all 
enjoyed spending time dreaming them up as a relief from the more 
serious issues of the times we all find ourselves in.

A Profusion of 
Plants - Sheila Richards



- 8 -

Looking into a collecting dish, during a survey of the aquatic animals on 
the Marsh, I was delighted to see a number of juvenile Flounders about 
3 cm long! Flounders (Platichthys flesus), together with certain other 
flatfish, are amazing animals, with what is sometimes described as a 
‘bizarre lifestyle’.  Fairly widely distributed, they live around the coasts 
of the U.K. and Ireland down to depths of about 50 metres or more. They 
also swim up estuaries and are sometimes even found in freshwater. 
They, together with certain other flatfish such as Sole and Plaice are 
referred to as, ‘demersal’, meaning that they live mainly on the sea floor 
where they feed on worms, crustaceans such as shrimps and also small 
fish growing to around 20 to 60 cm in length. Adult Flounders have a 
fairly pale whitish underside and a dark, greyish green upper side with 
orange blotches and bumpy tubercules.                                                           

The life cycle of these fish begins in the spring when adults move into 
deep water to spawn. Eggs and spermatozoa are shed and fertilisation 
takes place. The female may lay 500,000 eggs or more, which hatch 
in about 2 weeks. The resulting larvae drift in the plankton, as they 
gradually metamorphose into an adult form. This is the time that they 
may drift or swim into brackish waters. Our survey was carried out in 
early July.                                                                                                      

It is during metamorphosis, that an extraordinary process takes place.  
The fish leans to one side and one eye migrates to the opposite side of 
the skull, resulting in the two eyes being positioned on the top of the 
head, a process known as ‘orbital migration’. It is an extensive operation 
as skull bones, muscle and nerve changes are involved. By the time the 
fish are about 3cm long this process has been completed, as it was in 
the members of my catch; both eyes lying on the right side of the head. 
Research indicates that this process probably evolved some 2.9 million 
years ago. It allows the Flounder and other similar flatfish  to rest on the 
sea bed, camouflaged by colour and a sandy or muddy covering, with the 
eyes uppermost. Thus, they are safe from predators and ready to catch 
passing food. Interestingly, whereas the Flounder, Plaice and Sole 
are right eyed, the Turbot is left eyed!  A 
hasty photo was taken at the time of the 
survey, before these interesting small 
fish were returned to the water, hopefully 
living out their natural lifespan of around 
15 years or so.

A Bit about a Flounder!
- Ann Blofield

Photograph by Ann Blofield
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Harbour a Birding 
Hotspot - Ron Toft

Thousands – possibly millions – of people have found solace in and 
developed a greater appreciation for the countryside and nature during 
the COVID lockdowns, and there is much beautiful countryside and all 
manner of coastal vistas in and around Christchurch Harbour. There 
is everything from the reedbeds, scrapes, scrub and open water of 
Stanpit Marsh to the woodland, sandy cliffs, sandspits and beaches of 
Hengistbury Head.

Christchurch Harbour is a haven for wildlife of many kinds and flying the 
flag for birdwatchers locally is the Christchurch Harbour Ornithological 
Group (CHOG) whose membership has soared in recent years and is now 
at an all-time high of more than 550.

Taking an interest in wild birds might involve watching the antics of 
Greenfinches, Great Tits or Great Spotted Woodpeckers in trees and 
bushes, counting waders at Stanpit Marsh, learning how to identify gulls 
wheeling over Hengistbury Head, looking out for the first Sand Martins 
of spring returning from Africa, or watching in awe as Ospreys, talons 
outstretched, pluck fish from the waters of the Harbour.

Watching birds, even casually, does wonders for our mental health and 
can help put life’s troubles into some sort of perspective. Sadly, all 
too many birds, as well as countless other animal and plant species, 
are endangered as a result of the destruction and degradation of their 
habitats. CHOG members not only enjoy the camaraderie of like-minded 
individuals but know that their support and subscription draws attention 
to and backing for local conservation initiatives.

Wide-ranging membership benefits include online access to all the 
latest bird sightings and other CHOG news; walks and talks; an annual 
report that records for posterity and research purposes not only the 
bird species seen and/or heard in and around the Harbour but also 
butterflies, mammals, reptiles and amphibians; a Barn Owl webcam; 
and a quarterly, e-mailed bulletin. Said chairman Dr Chris Chapleo at 
this year’s virtual AGM : “Our membership is absolutely critical. Without 
subscriptions we wouldn’t have the voice we have and we wouldn’t be 
able to do what we do.”

Casual Harbour visitors, be they locals, day-trippers or holidaymakers, 
can’t help but be aware of the more obvious birds, such as Mute Swans, 
which frequent the area in large numbers, fish-eating Cormorants, 
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ubiquitous ‘seagulls’ (there is no such thing as a seagull actually; this 
is a general term for assorted kinds, such as the all-too-familiar chip-
stealing Herring Gull and the smaller but noisy and misnamed Black-
headed Gull which has a brown not black head!), plus a wealth of aquatic 
species, particularly during winter.

Many birds, however, are seen only by dedicated observers who visit the 
Harbour frequently and put in countless hours of observation for the 
general ornithological good. You might be surprised to know that during 
2019, no fewer than 197 bird species were recorded in the Harbour 
area. The all-time Harbour total is an impressive 329!  Some species are 
residents, remaining in the Harbour all year round. Others, however, visit 
in summer to breed or in winter to escape harsher climes elsewhere, or 
just pass through, using the Harbour as a sort of avian service station 
where they eat and rest before moving on.

Every year, too, there is a sprinkling of rarities – birds which have overshot 
on migration or been blown thousands of miles off course across the 
Atlantic and shouldn’t really be here at all. These ‘exotics’ are eagerly 
sought by birdwatchers, for finding them adds a frisson of excitement to 
the hobby. The appeal of birdwatching for me, and thousands of others, 
is that you never know what you are going to find when you go out.  
Arguably the most unexpected species spotted locally in 2020 was a 
Short-toed Snake Eagle – only the fourth of its kind recorded in Britain.

Tragically, this impressive raptor was found washed up on the shore at 
Hengistbury Head. It was wet, cold and underweight but still alive and 
immediately taken to a local wildlife rescue centre. Despite receiving 
hours of intensive care, the eagle succumbed to hypothermia. Short-
toed Eagles are found in many parts of the world, including Western 
Europe, but very, very rarely in Britain. This particular individual is 
thought to have been blown off course in a storm while migrating from 
Europe to Africa for the winter.
Who knows what wonderful species may grace 
our skies and shores in 2021, so keep your eyes 
open - oh, and be sure to tell your nature-loving 
friends about CHOG (CHOG.org.uk for details).

Little Egret  - Derek Hopkins

Teal – Derek Hopkins Black Tailed Godwit – Paul Dore Ringed Plover – Scott Usher
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FOSM spending plans 
– Jane Toll

Your membership subscriptions and donations contribute to the 
management and protection of the Marsh as a haven for wildlife and 
an amenity for the community. The FOSM Committee works closely 
with the BCP Countryside Team to identify projects needing support. 
These range from studies of the Marsh’s wildlife to infrastructure for the 
Marsh and equipment for the Visitor Centre and the volunteer wardens. 
Membership subscriptions are primarily used to produce this Newsletter 
three times a year, so we depend on your generous donations and funds 
generated at social events – talks, walks, boat trips, coffee mornings, 
parties and games evenings – to support the projects.     

Covid 19 restrictions have scuttled our usual programme of social 
events and fund-raising. However, savings from previous activities and 
from producing the Newsletter electronically over the last year, have 
allowed us to continue with funding a significant programme of projects 
this year. Last year, we funded two new benches; one near the Iron Boat 
and one close to the Bailey Bridge. These will soon bear a small plaque 
to advertise FOSM and its support. This year we have contributed to the 
refurbishment of the Dorothy Baker memorial seat - our contribution 
incorporates a donation from Dorothy’s niece, Mimi Lewellen, who lives 
in Ohio USA. Later this year a new  beautifully carved bench will appear 
in a prominent position in Riversmeet Meadow (the old golf course), 
funded in partnership with BCP.  

The Visitor Centre remains a key focus of FOSM’s funding support. 
When it eventually reopens you will see it has been equipped with 
new shelving. Already outside the Centre, you can see the beautifully 
restored blackboard that records the bird sightings of the day. The 
volunteer wardens have been provided with new fleecy jumpers and 
beanie hats and soon they will be equipped with a carrier for handling 
swans. The wardens have continued to patrol the Marsh throughout the 
lockdowns to check on the horses and birds, and deal with the explosion 
of walkers that ‘discovered’ the Marsh last year, to ensure it’s enjoyed 
with respect.

A major aim of FOSM is to enhance knowledge and understanding of 
the Marsh, its habitats and wildlife, through the funding of studies and 
the production of educational materials. You may recall that in 2019, 
we funded a study into the impact of climate change on the Marsh. Last 
year, we had planned to finance a survey of the Marsh’s invertebrates, 
but Covid 19 put paid to that. We hope this project can go ahead later in 
2021 or 2022 and are holding funds back for it.

Little Egret  - Derek Hopkins

Ringed Plover – Scott Usher



So far we have committed £1550 to projects this year. Should 
additional funds become available, we may be able to join with BCP 
and CHOG, as we did last year, in funding scrapes (the making of 
shallow pools within the marshland) to encourage birds to wade and 
feed closer to the paths. Income from membership subscriptions is 
down this year, currently by about 30%. There may be a reduction in 
membership numbers, but more likely it’s due to the lack of coffee 
mornings and other opportunities for members to meet with Terry 
Howes, Membership Secretary, and pay their dues. Those members 
who are yet to pay their 2021 subscription are encouraged to do 
so by bank transfer or standing order – Friends of Stanpit Marsh, 
Lloyds Bank, Sort Code 30-92-02, Account Number 00591863 - or 
by cheque in the name of the Friends of Stanpit Marsh, sent to Terry. 
Single membership is £5 and £7 for couples and families.  Thank you.

Keep your Heron! 
It occurred to me recently while walking round the Marsh, that much 
like Little Egrets, we rather take it for granted that at some point 
we’re going to spot at least one Grey Heron (Ardea cinerea). Unlike 
the Egrets the Grey Heron is often dead still, maybe at the edge of a 
reed bed, sometimes on a slightly raised branch, but will be almost 
anywhere where there’s a chance of a meal, as those of us with 
garden ponds will know only too well!

So it’s easy not to bother with a second glance, but if you do have 
binoculars it’s definitely worth a more detailed look. There’s 
something very majestic and elegant about its metre-high stance 
with the long and spindly legs (and maybe a sense of the prehistoric). 
Its plumage is impressive, multiple shades of grey, white and black 
set off with a black streak above its eyeline, culminating in trailing 
feathers that resemble a very trendy ponytail. The almost too-
long white neck and savage-looking yellow/pink beak, perfectly 
adapted to grabbing anything that moves, and then the eyes, always 
concentrating, often a bit menacing.

Occasionally you’ll spot one in flight, and you can’t help but watch, 
if only because of the size of the bird (their wingspan can be six feet 
across), but also because of the slow, almost casual way that it beats 
its wings to stay airborne, the neck pulled in and the legs straight out 
behind like trailing strings.
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– Tony Wickham



Although the birds we see are mostly after fish (especially 
eels), they aren’t fussy eaters, and will readily eat worms, frogs, 
insects and even moles or small birds. Although they can be very 
defensive when it comes to their extensive feeding territories, 
Grey Herons nest in large social colonies called ‘Heronries’, high 
up and normally in trees, although reed beds can also be used. In 
March, they make large untidy nests out of twigs and lay three to 
four eggs, with the young fledging from the nest after about six 
weeks. A Heronry can contain up to 150 nests (RSPB Northward 
Hill), with multiple nests in a single tree. At Hengistbury Head the 
Herons will nest among the Little Egrets in the woods, to date in 
very small numbers – you can follow their progress on webcam at  
https://www.visithengistburyhead.co.uk/Explore-learn-discover/
Wildlife-webcams.aspx. (webcam view alternates)

Historically, the Grey Heron didn’t always have an easy time. In 
medieval times, before shooting birds became the norm, falconers 
looked upon it as a challenging quarry well-worth pursuing, due to its 
ability to evade capture with its skilful flying. The good news for the 
Herons was that they were thus protected for the nobility; the bad 
news was that they were regarded as a bit of a delicacy at banquets, 
and, as they apparently had a rather fishy taste, the church decreed 
that they were not classed as flesh, and could be eaten on Fridays! 
To add to their woes, when angling started to became popular as a 
country sport, Grey Herons were regarded as a threat to fish stocks, 
so were routinely shot. Overall, the current outlook for the Heron is
good and numbers are rising. One of their 
worst enemies is a harsh winter, when 
lakes and ponds freeze and food is in 
short supply – so in that respect climate 
change is helping them out. Although 
they’re not going to become a rarity any 
time soon, next time you spot one, maybe 
follow its example and take a few minutes 
to stand very still and have a longer look 
(consumption of eels or frogs is optional).

- 13 -
Photos: Andreas Trepte (Wikipedia) and Adobe catalogue

– Tony Wickham



The Visitor Centre  
garden

Angela and I are both keeping well and getting out for a walk (or a bit 
of community gardening) almost every day . . . except for the wet and 
windy days that crop up at this time of year.

Visitor Centre gardening has reduced to a low level in recent weeks: 
wintry weather has been off-putting, as has the sad loss of our 
three lovely colleagues, due to lockdown. But we two are keeping 
an eye on things with a visit there almost every week and we are 
now beginning to get a bit more active again, putting in a bit of 
octogenarian pottering. Before the most recent shutdown, the five of 
us cleared patches of ground round the sunny side of the Centre and 
we scattered cornfield annual and other wildflower seeds, donated 
by Robin Harley, which seem to have germinated well and give us 
hope of increasing animal as well as plant biodiversity in the garden 
and making it a more inviting place for people to visit too.

Our native Wild Daffodils (‘Lent Lilies’, so-called) are up and in flower. 
They were preceded by Snowdrops and will be followed shortly by 
native Wild Garlic (‘Ramsons’) in the Forest School wood, as well as 
in our own. All of these we planted in the last two or three years.

We have the tools purchased for the garden by FOSM a few years 
back, plus some from Robin. We have a couple of wheelbarrows 
from the Countryside Service, a capacious tool store donated by 
Pre-School on the Marsh, compost bins and other useful things that 
kind people have supplied so we cannot complain at all about any 
shortage of tools for the job.

We look forward now to our three ponds coming alive again, to 
the spring blossoming of the ground flora that we have planted or 
transplanted and the flowering – and later the fruiting – of the young 
trees we’ve set in the ground recently and the mature ones planted 
years ago.
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- Andrew Walker
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Your Committee



The Friends of Stanpit Marsh is an association formed in 1983 to help preserve the 
Marsh for wildlife and people. FOSM have a programme of events such as guided 

walks, talks, films and social gatherings

Cover photo: Early morning creek
by Tony Wickham 

www.friendsofstanpitmarsh.org.uk


