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Earthquake ahead!
Farming is facing an earthquake.
‘You must be exaggerating!’ I
hear you say. Well, read on…
…The wildlife in our countryside is in
crisis. There are countless farms with no
wildlife. Wall to wall arable crops sown
in autumn, with few or derelict hedges,
leave no room for birds to survive the
winter months and no habitat to nest in.
There are no wild flowers to feed insects,
so there are no butterflies. Ponds have
long since been filled in, and copses
and spinneys removed. I have seen
grass farms without a single wild flower.
Everything is sprayed with herbicides
and covered in fertiliser.
But not all farms are like this.
Some farmers have been using
Stewardship schemes over recent years
to replace lost habitats, encourage
insects and feed birds during winter. The

Game and Wildlife Conservation Trust
(GWCT) has encouraged farmers to form
groups of 7000-12000 acres called Farm
Clusters to manage wildlife habitats
on a larger scale. What is interesting
about these clusters is that they are
also engaging with their communities,
mending the gulf which was created
by the EU’s Common Agricultural Policy
subsidies destroying the countryside.
This will work wonders in explaining all
the changes underway and engaging
local people in monitoring wildlife.
On many farms 5-10% of the land is
unproductive and would be better off
providing for wildlife.
However, something more unusual is
coming down the line. 50% of the farm
subsidy which farmers used to claim
for every acre they farmed is going to
have conditions attached. Government
has taken on board that the public are
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Plus lots more...
not in favour of a countryside with no
wildlife. It is, in fact, more vital than
this as our crops could be in danger
because pollinating bees and insects
have nothing to live on. As David
Attenborough has pointed out, if we
eliminate wildlife from our countryside
we are endangering ourselves.
Subsidies are already being reduced
and, by 2024, 50% will be conditional
on a whole raft of new payments. What
is hugely frustrating for the farming
industry is that these payments are
still not finalised so no-one can make
any definite plans, but they are likely to
include tree planting; maintaining and
planting hedges, ponds, lakes, and every
kind of wetland and reedbed; buffer
strips along water courses; wildflowers
in meadows, field margins and along
hedges; wild bird food; and pollen and
nectar strips. Continued on page 5 >

West Berkshire Countryside Society
Caring for our Countryside – Join Us and Help Make a Difference.

West Berkshire Countryside Society
The aim of the West Berkshire Countryside Society is to promote the understanding, appreciation and conservation of
the West Berkshire countryside… furthering these objectives through practical conservation work and guided walks and
talks from local experts. It was formed in 2012 by amalgamating the Friends of the Pang, Kennet & Lambourn Valleys; the
Bucklebury Heathland Conservation Group; the Pang Valley Conservation Volunteers & the Barn Owl Group.
Upstream is our quarterly publication designed to highlight conservation matters in West Berkshire and beyond and to
publicise the activities of the Society.

Chair & Enquiries:				
Membership Secretary:
		
Upstream Editor:				

Nick Freeman (enquiries@westberkscountryside.org.uk)
Stewart Waight (membership@westberkscountryside.org.uk)
Margery Slatter (editor@westberkscountryside.org.uk)

Hon President:					

Dick Greenaway MBE RD

Initial contact for all above and for the Barn Owl Group, Bucklebury Heathland Conservation Group and West Berks
Conservation Volunteers should, unless otherwise stated, be made via enquiries@westberkscountryside.org.uk

Volunteers’ Task Diary
For outdoor events please wear suitable footwear and clothing. Most practical tasks start at 10am and usually finish
around 3pm, unless otherwise stated, so bring a packed lunch. However, we are more than happy to accept any time you
can spare! All tools are provided. A map of each task location can be found on the website diary page by clicking on the
grid reference shown for that task.
Date/Time

Venue

Details

Tue 4th Jan
10:00

Bucklebury Common

Heathland management. Clearing invasive scots pine and silver birch. Meet at Angels Corner.

Sun 9th Jan
10:30–1:00pm

Bucklebury Common

Join the Bucklebury Heathland Group to help maintain this important heathland habitat. Meet at SU 550 688
Angels Corner.

Tue 11th Jan
10:00

Holt Lodge Farm,
Kintbury

Woodland Maintenance. Meet at Holt Lodge Farmhouse near Kintbury.

SU 387 648

Tue 18th Jan
10:00

Redhill Wood
Hampstead Marshall

Ride widening and brash clearance. Parking off road, park on entrance to the main ride.

SU 419 642

Tue 25th Oct
10:00

Hockets Field
Bucklebury

Brash clearing along hedge line. Park on the hard standing.

SU 548 687

Tue 1st Feb
10:00

Sulham Farm

Coppicing & stool protection. Park along the track adjacent to Sulham Church.

SU 645 742

Tue 8th Feb
10:00

Malt House, West
Woodhay

Hedge laying and maintenance, meet at the farm house.

SU 395 637

Sun 12th Feb
10:30–1:00pm

Bucklebury Common

Join the Bucklebury Heathland Group to help maintain this important heathland habitat. Meet at SU 550 688
Angels Corner.

Tue 15th Feb
10:00

Sheepdrove,
Lambourne

Continue with hedge work. Park near the red barn. Do not use sat nav guidance to locate this site. SU 349 816

Tue 22nd Feb
10:00

Furze Hill, Hermitage

Woodland and butterfly habitat management on this parish wildlife site. Ample parking at village
hall - through double gates off Pinewood Crescent.

SU 512 740

Tue 1st Mar
10:00

Hillgreen,
Leckhampstead

Scrub clearance, park along the track by the common.

SU 452 767

Tue 8th Mar
10:00

The Malt House, West
Woodhay

Hedge Laying and maintenance, meet at the farm house.

SU 395 637

Sun 13th Mar
10:30–1:00pm

Bucklebury Common

Join the Bucklebury Heathland Group to help maintain this important heathland habitat. Meet at SU 550 688
Angels Corner.

Tue 15th Mar
10:00

Cold Ash

Maintenance work on the Parish Wildlife site. Park on the access track to Westrop Farm off The
Ridge SU 514 701. Vehicles carrying tools should park in the layby off The Ridge just by the
allotments at SU 514 699.

Tue 22nd Mar
10:00

Rushall Manor Farm, off Woodland management and ride widening. Meet at the Black Barn off Back Lane between
Back Lane, Bradfield
Stanford Dingley and Bradfield.

SU 584 723

Tue 19th Mar
10:00

Moor Copse Nature
Reserve Tidmarsh

SU 633 738

January 2022
SU 550 688

February 2022

March 2022

2

Footpath clearing for BBOWT. Park in the entrance to the Nature Reserve.

SU 514 701

© Andy Hollox

Scrub Clearance, Bucklebury Common

Conservation Volunteers Round Up
With the COVID situation easing
during the summer, environmental
groups were able to relax most of their
pandemic precautions and the West
Berkshire Conservation Volunteers were
no exception. However, we continued
to bring our own refreshments on
to sites, to save huddling around
communal coffee flasks (and biscuits).
Some of our tasks involved remedying
the enforced neglect of the previous
eighteen months which, together with
the wet Spring, had caused prolific
growth of flora that was not always
appreciated in such abundance.
This was the case at Holt Lodge
Farm, where COVID restrictions had
prevented us from working for two
years. Our first task on returning there
was to “bash” (cut) bracken that had not

Newly-layed Hedge, Malt House Farm

© Andy Hollox

Tricky Decisions at Winterbourne Wood
© Andy Hollox

been cut in 2020 and so had become
tall and vigorous.
Bracken-bashing was also one chore
at Furze Hill, where additionally we
cleared vegetation alongside paths and
raked grass in the meadow that is cut
on a rotational basis.
At Rushall Farm we tackled brambles
that were encroaching on a path
that forms part of the farm’s bluebell
viewing walks and is used by children
and other visitors to walk to the
‘amphitheatre’ – tiered rows of seats
arranged in a semi-circle for audiences
listening to talks about the countryside.
Using brush-cutters, shears and gloved
hands, we made a concentrated attack,
not only on brambles on the path’s
edges but also on large clusters further
back. Fires at either end of the path
disposed of the substantial arisings.
On one visit to Redhill Wood, we
cleared brash piles created some time
ago from alongside one main path,
carefully stacking larger items to
provide habitat for wildlife. During a
second visit we reinstated another path
that had become overgrown, laying
logs and branches along its sides to
make the route clearer.
Two tasks in quick succession at
Winterbourne Wood saw us clearing
damaged branches and trees to allow
more light to penetrate a dark corner of
the wood, thus encouraging a greater
diversity of woodland plants. We also
felled a number of small, deformed
sweet-chestnut trees around an ancient
oak to enhance its chances of thriving
for decades to come.
We worked with Friends of Emery
Down to maintain the “woodland

classroom” that we had helped
establish for Basildon Primary School
some years ago. We cleared brambles
(again!), removed several “hung-up”
trees and overhanging branches, and
tidied up timber lying on the ground,
ensuring a safe facility for local children
and enhancing the site’s biodiversity.
We also helped fashion and install new
benches.
On two days at Malt House Farm
we used traditional skills to lay an
overgrown hedge along a field
boundary, first removing unwanted
vegetation, then partially cutting
through the stems and arching them
so they can grow horizontally and
intertwine. In this way the hedge will
regenerate and remain functional. We
also reduced the height of bushes that
were shading existing new hedges.
We augmented the weekend
efforts of the Bucklebury Heathland
Conservation Group with two sessions
on Bucklebury Common to clear birch
and gorse (some of the latter having
grown to a formidable height), on
the first occasion working close to
Bucklebury Cemetery and then east of
Cox’s Lane.
Our regular work on the Common
constitutes one of our longest-running
tasks, as does our sustained campaign
to reduce invasive rhododendron,
some of which is extremely mature, at
Grimsbury Castle. Years of effort have
seen a move away from the earthwork
castle itself, for our three visits of 2021,
to work on its northern slopes and
beyond Marlston Road.

Terry Crawford
3

West Berkshire Wild Verges
Simon Claybourn of the Berks, Bucks and Oxon Wildlife Trust (BBOWT) explains
how he is leading a mission to reclaim our forgotten roadsides for wildlife.
Think of the verges by the side of our
busy roads, and what comes to mind?
Perhaps some scrubby, unkempt grass,
some rambling brambles, and probably
too many discarded crisp packets and
other unwelcome litter.
In fact, these pockets of natural
habitat can sometimes be home to
a surprising array of wildflowers,
beautiful butterflies and daring
dormice, as well as providing a
hunting ground for larger mammals
and birds of prey – but only if we
manage them in the right way.

This management during the spring
and summer cuts short the lifecycle of
flowering plants, stopping them from
going to seed and propagating the
next generation. A few species of plant
can weather this pressure with seeds
that last for several years in the soil
(by growing very short, or by having
perennial leaves and roots) but without
a change in management they will
eventually die off.

For too long, roadside verges have
been overlooked as just another part
of the highway - being maintained by
civil authorities, parish councils and
private landowners, they aren’t usually
found to be of high biodiversity value.
This is generally due to the way they
are managed: verges are cut multiple
times throughout the spring and
summer to keep vegetation under
control.

This is exactly why the Berks, Bucks
and Oxon Wildlife Trust (BBOWT)
has started the West Berkshire Wild
Verges Project in partnership with
West Berkshire Council. The project
started in March of this year, and
will continue until December 2023.
Our aim is to improve the rural verge
network in West Berkshire by creating
a new verge management regime
for the council’s contractors. It also
follows the trend across the UK to take
better care of roadside verges for their
environmental value.

Sadly, this blanket approach means
that even verges that are basically
meadows – in that they have short
grass, are florally rich, and are of great
biodiversity value – also get strimmed.

Projects like Plantlife’s Road Verge
Campaign, and the Life on the Verge
Projects in Lincolnshire and Devon,
have shown that with some simple
changes, great benefits can be reaped

Pyramidal Orchids on the A340-a4 Roundabout

© Simon Claybourn

for British wildlife – flowering plants,
pollinating insects and many other
species besides.
We have started our project by
searching for verges across the rural
road network in West Berkshire that are
of already high biodiversity value and
those with good potential, working to
change the current management to
encourage meadow-like habitats to
flourish where appropriate.
The environmental benefits of this are
manifold:
• The habitat we may see (and we’d
like to see more of ) on verges is,
broadly speaking, lowland meadow
typified by shorter, varied sward with
many species of flowering plant - a
habitat that is now quite rare and
classified under the Priority Habitats
Inventory. It saw a reduction in area
of 97% from 1930-1980, with even
further reduction since.

The extent of the road verge network in the West Berkshire Wild Verges project area
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• The connectivity value of the
rural verge network cannot be
understated: with over 1,000 miles
of verge in West Berkshire alone,
that’s a massive network that insects,

birds and small mammals can use to
traverse the landscape. Despite being
next to often high-speed roads, good
verges still offer refuge and a route to
navigate around urban and through
rural environments.
• Flora-rich, perennial grassland is
significantly more valuable for
carbon sequestration and storage
than both flora-poor, fertilised
grassland and planted/ seeded
annual flower-rich verges. With
the aim of creating more low
maintenance, meadow-like perennial
habitats, we expect there to be a net
increase in carbon storage in West
Berkshire.
So far, we’ve developed a survey helping
us to assess the current biodiversity

value of West Berkshire’s rural road
verges. There is a two-tier approach to
this: an entry level for amateurs and
an advanced level for botanists. We’ve
already got over 25 surveyors signed up
to help us and have covered over 100
miles of verge so, but we’ll need many
more volunteers to help us get through
the enormous amount of road verge
that’s left!
To find out more about the project,
go to bbowt.org.uk/west-berkshirewild-verges.
If you’d like to get involved, please
email volunteering@bbowt.org.uk and
mention the Wild Verges Project. Or, if
you have any questions or want to let
us know about verges near you, email
me at simon_c@bbowt.org.uk

Lesser Celandine flowering in a roadside verge
© Simon Claybourn

Continued from page 1.
What is really encouraging is that all
these initiatives are backed up by
good science thanks to the GWCT
which has demonstration farms in
England and Scotland where habitat
developments can be trialled.
Two of these initiatives have been
in the news recently. Farmers with
shooting interests have always fed
their game birds over winter, but
what is new is just how many farmers
have realised that planting wild bird
food strips with seed-bearing plants
like millet, mustard and quinoa helps
a wide range of farmland birds. This

New wood and hedge with intervening
wildflower strip © Charles Flower

has become necessary since most
arable crops are now autumn sown,
so all those winter stubbles are no
longer available. Birds which benefit
are chaffinches, yellow hammers,
reed buntings, linnets and of course
grey partridges. Ponds are also being
created in considerable numbers
since most farms have no open water,
an essential resource for wildlife.
The other initiative involves the
humble hedgerow. The GWCT
has been given funding ‘to unlock
the environmental potential of
hedgerows’ by developing a tool
to calculate their carbon capture
potential. It is thought that
hedgerows sequester carbon at twice
the rate of woodland because of their
three-dimensional structure. This
will encourage farmers to replace lost
hedgerows.
There is no doubt that all this is going
to be immensely challenging for the
farming community, but for the rest
of us it is the greatest possible news

New hedge with standard trees
© Charles Flower

as it will give our wildlife a chance to
recover, and as I know from personal
experience, recover it will!

Charles Flower

Yellow hammer
© Walter Baxer – Geograph.org.uk/4905890

Don’t forget our website!

www.westberkscountryside.org.uk
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‘Meadow Mowing the Nineteenth Century Way’
The clock was turned back in Cold Ash
on 25th September, when parishioners
and volunteers took to a field, with
scythes and rakes, to clear it in the way it
would have been done in days gone by.
The event was held in support of a
national initiative to carry out green
events in the environment - ‘The Great
Big Green Week’ – and is a great example
of the relationship between West Berks
Countryside Society (WBCS), Cold Ash
Parish Council and a group of local
volunteers who maintain the site.
The aim of the event was to prepare
a newly opened field in the Cold Ash
Wildlife Allotment Garden and sow
wildflower seeds. The tools used on the
day were lent to Cold Ash by the WBCS

and members of WBCS also volunteered
to show people how to use them and
ensure it was all done in a safe way – we
needed to be a bit more safety conscious
than they were in the nineteenth
century! The tools used meant that no
electricity nor diesel was needed, just
human effort, which aligned well with
The Great Big Green Week’s aims.
It was great to see so many people have
a go. It was particularly good to see four
members of a local farming family (the
Collins’), scything alongside one-another,
as would have happened 100 years ago.
Also, a local horse owner, Steve Jones,
brought along his pair of Percheron
Heavy Horses and allowed visitors to
have a go at driving them. It was a great

Scything the meadow at
Cold Ash Wildlife Allotment

© Ivor Mcardle

experience for those who had a go and
brought to life the fact that horses have
different temperaments and, thus, need
to be handled sensitively to get the best
out of a team. The presence of the horses
formed a link between the old practice of
scything and today’s mechanised world.
The overall process undertaken on the
day hopefully improved the conditions
for the wildflowers that were sown. It
won’t be known how effective the work
has been until the wildflowers start
to bloom next year, but it should be a
good start.
And at least one person involved has
started to use a scythe in his own garden
as he finds it move effective than a
strimmer. So, it may be worth giving one
a go in yours!
Thanks to West Berks Countryside
Society, the volunteers and everyone
who got involved!

Driving Heavy Horses

© Ivor Mcardle

Remembering Dennis
In the last issue
we mentioned
the recent
passing of
Dennis Gower,
a longstanding
member
and supporter of the WBCS. In
response to a giving site to make
donations to the Society set up by
his daughter in his memory, we
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have received the substantial sum
of £730. This is fitting tribute and
our grateful thanks are sent to his
widow Carol, daughter Jennifer
and all those who have donated.
The proceeds will go towards
maintaining and enhancing the
tools and equipment which are
in weekly use, and to support the
training needs of our volunteers.

Nick Freeman

Ivor Mcardle

Date for
Your Diary
February Sunday 20th 10:30am

The Trees of Ashampstead
Common, a walk with
Charles Gilchrist
Join Charles for a walk around
Ashampstead Common looking
at some of the wonderful trees.
Park at the Common entrance just
past ‘The Cottage’ along Sucks
Lane Ashampstead, RG8 8QT.
SU 576 751

Meet our New Chairman – Nick Freeman
‘My career was in town and country
planning, serving five different
local authorities, then 20 years as a
Government Planning Inspector. I
have always had a deep interest in the
environment and a desire to contribute
to its protection and enhancement.
This extends beyond professional
knowledge and experience to personal
responsibility and action.
I joined WBCS in 2014 as a volunteer
on the weekly tasks, enabling me to
greatly appreciate all that the Society
does for the conservation of the West
Berkshire countryside.
The aim of WBCS is to ‘promote the
understanding, appreciation and
conservation of the West Berkshire

countryside through practical
conservation work….’ As Chairman,
I will ensure that the work our
volunteers undertake – be it task days,
Bucklebury Common maintenance, or
barn owl protection – is maintained
and that the Society’s resources
are focused on the areas where the
greatest benefit can be achieved.
Secondly, it is not just about ‘doing’
but also a matter of education, be
it for youngsters attending courses
provided by the John Simonds Trust
at Rushall Barn or older folk wanting
to discover more about the beauty of
their locality through guided walks
and parish path leaflets. This supports
the ‘understanding and appreciation’
elements of our aims.

Nick Freeman

© Tony McDonald

I hope that I can be instrumental in
ensuring that these objectives are
pursued so that the reputation of
the Society, as a force for good in
terms of environmental protection,
can not only be maintained but
enhanced.

Nick Freeman – WBCS Chairman

From the Editor... Orchard: A Year in England’s Eden
Wishing all readers, members and
contributors Season’s Greetings and a
Happy New Year!
As this is my first issue in the role, I would
also like to introduce myself as the
recently appointed editor of Upstream,
succeeding John Salmon – a hard act to
follow!
I hope to be able to maintain the high
standards set by my predecessors, but
it will be a steep learning curve as I
learn the art of preparing Upstream for
publication.
Please contact me (email address on
page 2) if you would like to contribute
articles or news, or have an interest in a
particular subject that you would like to
see covered in a future issue.

Margery Slatter

Holly Berries

© Daivd Martin – Geograph.org.uk/5965528

By Benedict MacDonald and Nicholas Gates (William Collins)

‘As biodiversity plummets’, …
nature lovers can feel ‘trapped in an
increasingly tragic love story. Yet for
any difficulty we may have in facing
up to our collective destruction,
writing about nature is booming. As
readers, we relish these secondhand
wanderings, recounted in gorgeous
prose. We witness the author’s
wonder, and aspire to similar
experiences: the natural world as
cure, as balm, as wise mentor;’ (Zoe
Gilbert writing in the Guardian, 15
May 2019)
‘Orchard’ is just such a book – full
of descriptive accounts of wildlife
observed at first hand throughout
the year and authoritative
commentary about the natural
world and the environmental crisis
that besets it.
Based on the authors’ intensive
fieldwork in a complex of forgotten
ancient orchards in Herefordshire,
this account offers an insight into
what can exist if nature is allowed

to take control and create its own
equilibrium.
Ben MacDonald and Nick Gates
both worked extensively ‘behind
the scenes’ as scientists on the BBC’s
Springwatch series. Their extensive
knowledge is evident in this
fascinating and highly readable book.

Margery Slatter
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A Short Walk Around Hampstead Norreys
About 3 miles or 5 km
Starting and finishing at the Village Hall
carpark. There are two challenging hills.

Half km
North

6

5

1. The Village Hall and Dean Meadow.
Walk down through The Dean to the
Play Area. (‘Dean’ means ‘a Hollow’ in
Anglo-Saxon). Turn left across the track
into the churchyard.

7

4
8

2

39

1

St Mary’s Church

2. St Mary’s church is thought to date
from Saxon times (pre-1066). It has a
fine timber roof; a single medieval wall
painting and part of a medieval stone
grave cover showing a charging knight.
Outside there is the base of a preaching
cross and the cast iron Lousley family
tomb. Cross the road and turn right

WWII pillbox

5. World War II remains. The banks just
3. The River Pang and The Well. This
inside the wood to the left (north) of
important chalk stream is fed by springs the path are munition stores. There
in the chalk rock. It is a bourne which
are others deeper in the wood, but
means that its upper reaches regularly
Yattendon Estate’s permission must be
dry as the water table in the chalk falls
obtained to examine them.
below the spring levels.
The small pill box is one of a number
The well was given to the village in 1903. scattered around the airfield to provide
defence against ground attack
The garden was made and is maintained
Brick works. Sands and clays overlie the
by local volunteers.
chalk ridge tops of the whole area. They
Carry on along the road and turn left
provided materials for many small brick
at the ‘White Hart’. Follow the track and
works. In the late 1800s there was one
turn right up the hill at the waymark.
here. In WW2 chalk was quarried here
4. The View from Folly Hill extends
to make rammed chalk runways when
from the chalk ridge around Walbury
concrete was short.
hillfort to the south and to the Berkshire 6. Air corridor beacon. This is a Doppler
Ridgeway to the north. To the west
VHF omni-range radio beacon. It marks
lies Perborough Castle, an Iron Age
the centreline of the airliner corridor
(c100BC) hill fort.
from Heathrow to and from the west
Carry on along the path and turn right
into the wood.

and accounts for the steady stream of
airliners over this part of West Berkshire.

Airways beacon

7. Airstrip and waymarks. Haw Farm is
a Registered Airfield. Please check for
aircraft before crossing the runway
and keep children and dogs under
close control. The waymarks are flush to
the ground to avoid damage to aircraft
landing on the grass strip to the east.
Turn right across the field to the wood.
8. Air raid shelter. This provided a
retreat for people training and working
in the huts nearby. The airfield was
bombed twice
Ancient woodland. The rich ground
flora indicates many centuries without
ground disturbance. The 1.2m diameter
ash coppice stools are about 400 years
old.
9. Refreshment! The ‘White Hart’ and
the ‘Community Shop Café’ are both on
your way back to the car park. You will
have earned a stop after those hills!

Dick Greenaway and Nick Hopton

Many more interesting local walks are available on our website: www.westberkscountryside.org.uk
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