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Nature Notes

Summer/Autumn

A slow 
worm trying 
to warm up 
on a cool 

day in May 
2008, in 
Godshill 
Inclosure

Slow worms are neither large worms nor small snakes, as their 
appearance might suggest, but legless lizards. They can be distin-

guished from snakes by the presence of eyelids. Slow worms prefer 
humid habitats such as grassy meadows, woodland margins and 

gardens. They emerge from hiding places at dusk, or after rainfall, 
to hunt. Their diet consists mainly of slugs, snails, spiders, insects 

and earthworms. 
Slow worms hibernate from October to February or March, un-
der piles of leaves or in tree roots or crevices. They start to mate 

around April or May and give birth to live young 3-5 months later. 
The male in the picture above (the females are browner with a 

black stripe running along the back) may well have been looking 
for a female.

Unfortunately, when they visit our gardens, they frequently fall 
prey to domestic cats. Although they are still seen often, especially 

in Wales and the south west of England, slow worms are not as 
common as they once were and are protected under the Wildlife 

and Countryside Act 1981 from being killed, injured or sold.

Is this the answer?
A tree ‘made safe’ for campers at Hollands Wood Campsite, 
April 2008.                                                  Photo: Peter Roberts

What was the question?
The ‘Question Time’ panel at this year’s AGM. l-r Peter Frost, 
Peter Roberts, Clive Chatters and chairman William Ziegler.

Photo: Georgina Babey
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EDITORIAL

I am indebted to members John Fawcett, Anne Biffin and Peter Jeffreys, 
and ex-council member Paul Hibberd, for contributions to this issue of 
the newsletter. Paul, who previously worked for the Forestry Commis-
sion in the New Forest, has been seconded to Scotland but, we are de-
lighted to see, has not altogether cut his southern ties.

Council members have a busy time ahead this summer and autumn, and 
we look forward to seeing you at one of the shows and fêtes where we 
will be spreading the word and, hopefully, welcoming new members.

Georgina Babey

2008 Events
NFA will have a stand at the following summer shows:

Sat 5th July - Sway Fête, Sway - 12 - 4.30pm
Sat 26th July - Bramshaw Fête, Bramshaw - 2 - 4.30pm

Tues 29th - Thurs 31st July - New Forest Show, New Park, 
Brockenhurst - All Day

Sat 2nd Aug - Burley Show, Burley - 12 - 4.30pm
Sat 9th Aug - Ellingham Show, Somerley Park - All Day
Sat 13th Sep - Romsey Show, Broadlands Park - All Day

***
October 17th -19th - NFA will host the National Park Societies 

Conference at Foxlease, Lyndhurst

2009 Events
AGM - Sat 25th April - Minstead Hall
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LETTERS PAGE

Red Squirrels
Dear Editor
 I read Mr Hentall’s letter in the last issue of the Newsletter and 
agree wholeheartedly with him. It may be of general interest that there 
already is an organisation, to which I contribute, to save and re-instate 
the reds. It is called the European Squirrel Initiative (ESI), the address 
being 4, East Bank House, Tide Mill Way, Woodbridge, Suffolk, IP12 
1BY, website: www.europeansquirrelinitiative.org    
 If reds are to be re-instated the greys must be killed as they carry 
a pox fatal to the reds. The ESI is also looking into sterilization. The 
greys do enormous damage, not only to trees, but also they eat the eggs 
and young of song birds. They are pretty easy to trap.

Yours sincerely
Peter Jeffreys 
Dibden Purlieu

CONSERVATION OF NATIVE SPECIES
John Fawcett

Ewen Hentall’s well-motivated correspondence about red squirrels 
in the previous Newsletter prompted my comments to the editor as a 
mammalogist, leading to her inviting me to elaborate them for this short 
article. It would be splendid for the NFA to take a proactive role in relation 
to the Forest’s native mammals but conservation of red squirrels is more 
complicated than it appears.

There is no direct confrontation between our native red squirrels and the 
alien greys but, as Ewen recognised, the two species cannot co-exist. 
This is partly because of seasonal competition for food in different 
habitats. Paradoxically and surprisingly, the red squirrel thrives best in 
coniferous woodland whereas it is the American invader that proliferates 
in deciduous. It follows that “habitat improvement” for the red squirrel 
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could be much more popular with the Forestry Commission than with 
wide-interest conservationists!

The main problem, however, is that squirrel poxvirus is carried by grey 
squirrels, generally without clinical signs, whereas reds are extremely 
susceptible. Having no immunological defence, mortality is 100%, with 
shivering lethargy and agonising weeping sores on face, genitalia and all 
four paws.

It is therefore essential to remove all grey squirrels and exclude the 
possibility of their re-colonisation before considering re-introduction of 
red squirrels to any area.  In practice that virtually limits us, in southern 
England, to islands. Thus the only significant populations here are on 
Brownsea Island and the Isle of Wight, both maintained free of greys.  

Research by Professor John Gurnell is supported by Mammals Trust UK, 
which also maintains red squirrels on a reserve on the Isle of Wight. 
Because conditions (suitable habitat and fewer grey squirrels) are more 
favourable in the north, conservation is conducted by the Northumberland 
and Cumbria Wildlife Trusts, also supported by Mammals Trust UK. In 
much of Scotland efforts are fairly successful in conserving reds and 
rejecting greys: our son at Banchory has reds visiting his garden.

It is understood that the Forestry Commission does not now waste 
manpower in attempting grey squirrel control. Sadly (in this particular 
case), culling of any species is ineffective when neutralised by immigration 
from prolific populations on adjoining land. Of course extermination 
has proved possible, for example with coypu, provided it is conducted 
nationwide under government control.

Ewen Hentall is to be commended in principle because we should do 
everything possible to conserve our native species. To denigrate others 
merely because they are non-native may whiff of xenophobia but those 
species that mankind has thoughtlessly transported around the world 
have not evolved in balance with the local ecosystem.  Some seem 
innocuous in their new locations and a few even desirable. The problem 
is that the great majority of our translocations (deliberate or accidental) 
are extremely harmful, as exemplified in this country by the American 
mink, the American crayfish, and the muntjac which competes with our 
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precious native roe deer.  

Unfortunately the potential harm often becomes apparent only many 
years after introduction: the grey squirrel itself was originally welcomed 
as an interesting addition to our fauna. In Australia and New Zealand, 
for example, reckless introductions eventually devastated native species, 
also demonstrating the hazards of “biological control” where early 
introductions (e.g. rabbits) were followed by predators (e.g. foxes) 
exacerbating the damage in environments where they had not evolved in 
balance.

While small introductions can become disastrously abundant, sometimes 
the opposite happens. Species regarded as common and even a potential 
nuisance may become unexpectedly endangered: thus ornithologists 
justifiably demonstrate how sparrow and starling populations 
plummeted.  

When the local Forestry Commission seeks to justify a controversial policy 
it sometimes claims to “anticipate” dire consequences of alternatives. 
Sadly, however, it often fails to anticipate that its policies pursued at one 
time will be reversed a few years later: good for employment, no doubt, 
but not for reputation among people with long memory. Such a mistake 
was the culling of native red squirrels before their extermination in the 
Forest, now profoundly regretted.

The Forestry Commission locally has not been consistent in discriminating 
between native and alien species, for example, of deer. Venison 
consumption is validly promoted as good for our health, supported by 
ethical comparisons of the way culled wild deer live and die, in contrast 
to some domestic stock. For diverse reasons, the introduced species of 
fallow, sika and muntjac deer require culling in the New Forest.  But 
different considerations apply to our only native deer: red – periodically 
exterminated and re-introduced here – and roe – re-colonising from the 
west in the nineteenth century after extermination two or three centuries 
earlier. Because of less favourable resources, and competition from much 
larger and more numerous other herbivores, roe are exceptionally frail 
within the perambulation, stabilising without culling at a density some 
10% of that outside. 
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Roe need culling elsewhere in southern woodland, as other deer need it 
within the Forest.  So roe have been culled impulsively here too without 
comprehending the different circumstances. Even now, a minority of 
keepers, condoned by management, continue shooting roe in the vain 
expectation of reducing numbers, using the excuse of “anticipating 
damage” although no actual damage was reported – except to our native 
roe. Their impact on the habitat here is trivial compared with our other 
ungulates.  

Scientific study* has demonstrated that, instead of reducing numbers, 
culling New Forest roe merely sucks in equal replacements promptly 
from the surrounding reservoir where they proliferate.  In addition to 
other obvious disincentives, with current epidemiological risks (to 
commoners’ stock among others), it is reckless to continue shooting this 
species merely to provoke immigration that immediately restores the 
population to its previous level.  This is scarcely the image of thoughtful 
“anticipation” management should project.

While grey squirrels culled within the Forest are soon replaced from 
outside, the effect with roe is even more decisive, in accordance with 
the wide disparity between population densities inside and outwith the 
perambulation. So, while culling alien grey squirrels would be desirable 
were it not for its ineffectiveness, culling our native roe deer within the 
Forest is ineffective, undesirable and senseless.

There is one way, however, in which management can have limited 
effect on the population.  Habitat improvement within the inclosures is 
favourable to roe, as it is to some breeding birds and many butterflies 
and other invertebrates with which roe have common interests.  Now that 
the importance of forestry is reduced, the inclosures have great potential 
for conservation: a “third habitat”, distinguished by light foraging by 
deer but not heavy foraging by stock, supposedly excluded. To the extent 
that the inclosures are being improved, the Forestry Commission is to be 
encouraged.   

_________________________________________________________
*e.g. Fawcett, J K (2003) New Forest Roe Deer. Mammals Trust UK, 62pp.  
This is obtainable from the NFA at the special price of £2.50  
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ALEX THURSBY‛S VISIT TO THE NEW FOREST
Peter Roberts

The Association receives considerable help from the experts in National 
Parks, i.e. Campaign (previously Council) for National Parks (CNP),  
and were therefore delighted to be given the opportunity to help train 
a new member of their staff, Alex Thursby. Alex studied law and has 
spent time at the treasury before joining the environmental movement. 
She is a policy officer at CNP with particular responsibility for transport.

Secretary, Michael Chilcott and vice-chairman, Peter Roberts started 
the tour at Brockenhurst visiting the ferry terminal at Lymington before 
heading across the open forest via Beaulieu to Dibden Purlieu.

The industrial and residential Waterside were then seen en-route to the 
motorway. Leaving the A31 at Stoney Cross enabled her to see the contrast 
with the grazed lands before reaching Lyndhurst with its administrative 
centre and tourist facilities. After a brief walk and a light lunch a visit was 
made to New Park and Hollands Wood to consider the challenges and 
opportunities that these areas offer.

Alex seemed to enjoy the day remarking on Beaulieu in particular which 
looked terrific with trees blooming in the spring sunshine. Her questions 
also suggested that she found the visit highly informative and will 
help give her a useful perspective on what makes the New Forest tick.
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CHAIRMAN‛S REPORT
William Ziegler

The Official Verderer
Oliver Crosthwaite Eyre has, after all, been re-appointed as Official 
Verderer of the New Forest. Council members of the Association were 
very keen to see this happen and were vociferous in both their support 
of him and their dismay at the way the whole matter of  his appointment 
has been handled. 

We believe that he has done an excellent job in supporting Commoning,  
in particular, and the Forest in general and have no doubt that he will 
continue to do so in the future. We are confident that, under his guidance, 
the Verderers Court will remain a strong, relevant and independent body 
continuing to fight for the well being of the New Forest.
 

The Association’s success in the 1860s and 70s paved the way for the 
New Forest Act of 1877 which brought about the present revitalised Court 
and remains the cornerstone of the Verderers powers. Powers which have 
been fundamental in the preservation of many facets of the heritage of the 
Crown lands of the New Forest.

Interestingly, one of the leading lights of the Association at that time 
was one Briscoe Eyre, of whom the present Official Verderer is a direct 
descendant.

The AGM
The Association’s AGM was held on the 19th of April, and I am happy 
to say that attendance was about 40% up on last year. I suspect that this 
increase was not so much due to the lure of the formal part of the meeting, 
as the “Question Time” session that followed it.

Of particular interest was a short presentation by Clive Chatters, Chairman 
of the National Park Authority, after which he took questions from the 
floor. He gave a brief overview of where he thought the National Park 
Authority was now, and what its plans were for the coming year. He 
also took the opportunity to dispel a few misunderstandings about the 
Authority’s aims and aspirations. His common sense, knowledge and 
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love of the Forest were obvious and clearly showed that for him the needs 
of the Forest would always come first. 

In the afternoon there were two field trips, undertaken in the most 
inclement of conditions. Not surprisingly a few members thought better of 
their initial enthusiasm to take part, but those that did brave the elements 
were rewarded with an interesting and informative tour. 

Website
The new New Forest Association website is now up and running. Although 
the content is not vastly different from previously, the look of it and the 
ease with which it may be navigated has changed dramatically. 

We hope to add to it as time goes on, and in particular to ensure that the 
content remains up to date and of interest to both members and visitors.

Please take the time to visit the website and if you have any comments or 
suggestions do let us know. The address has changed slightly:

www.newforestassociation.org

Lord Manners
It is with sadness that I must report the death of former president of the 
NFA, John Robert Cecil “Bob” Manners (5th Baron Manners) on 28th 
May 2008.

Lord Manners, who had a distinguished record in the RAF during the 

Members gather for the Annual General Meeting 
at Minstead Hall, April 19th 2008
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Second World War, was a lawyer by profession. His legal training, along 
with an intimate knowledge and love of the New Forest, served him 
well during his time as Official Verderer (1983-1993) and, subsequently, 
President of the New Forest Association (1997-2003).

During his time as the Official Verderer he faced a number of challenges, 
not least the Lyndhurst Bypass Bill of 1988. Happily this, and other issues 
that would have impacted adversely on the Forest, were successfully 
overturned. 

He was an ardent lover of country sports and, in particular, was known 
for his skills as a fearless rider, especially on the hunting field.   

LYNDHURST BYPASS PLANS REJECTED
Peter Roberts

We are delighted that road building plans, both within Lyndhurst and 
across the open Forest have been rejected by Hampshire County Council. 
The plans were the subject of extremely intensive and costly scrutiny 
work that will mean they remain off the agenda for a generation. The NFA 
played a major part in ensuring that the proposals were seen in the light of 
the Forests’s protective legislation and the whole issue of transportation 
in the area.

Proposals ranged from a tunnel under Bolton’s Bench, which could have 
cost a £1 million a year in maintenance alone, to inner routes which would 
have had a huge impact on the village itself. The Association was keen 
to avoid any solution that involved more road building, which merely 
encourages more traffic and moves the blockage elsewhere.

A major survey of road users as well as Lyndhurst residents showed that 
few wanted to damage the Forest they had come to live in. The County is 
to address alternative measures which include free bus services from the 
stations at Brockenhurst and Ashurst at week-ends and means of reducing 
the air pollution on the approach to the traffic lights.
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Remember us in your will
Please consider mentioning the New Forest Association in 

your will 
Associations like ours benefit greatly from people having 
the forethought to bequeath us a sum in their wills. These 
amounts are used to increase our ‘campaign’ funds, and 

will give you the prospect of being able to help influence 
important decision-making into the future

PLANNING COMMITTEE NEWS AND VIEWS
Peter Roberts

The Association attends virtually all of the NPA planning meetings 
and normally speaks at perhaps one in two or three. At one meeting in 
the spring we spoke on three of eight issues and were down to make a 
presentation on two more that were withdrawn. 

Although this is not always the most effective means of persuading 
members of our concerns, it does allow for a quick reminder of the 
pertinent issues that may effect the decision making process. In general 
we prefer to write to the officers beforehand in the hope that decisions 
and reports made away from committee will be influenced. 

It remains our aim at this stage to choose items that are against current 
(inherited) policies where these are effective, and to raise concerns about 
issues that need addressing in the emerging draft policy documents.
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MONUMENTS IN CARE?
A call to action to save the pollards of the New Forest

Paul Hibberd

The ancient woodlands of the New Forest contain some of the most 
interesting and characterful trees you could wish to meet. It is tempting to 
see them as wonderful quirks of nature, but that is not usually the case. 

Pollarding, the traditional practice of cutting the tree above the reach 
of browsing animals, has shaped countless New Forest trees over the 
centuries. These were working trees, cut to provide a sustainable supply 
of fuel and fencing material. Today, many of the oldest surviving oak and 
beech are old pollards. 
 
Ancient tree advocate Ted Green has described such trees as living ancient 
monuments, as much deserving of our care and respect as listed buildings. 
I would agree. They are part of our cultural heritage as well as our natural 
heritage. Perhaps they deserve a quiet retirement? Unfortunately the quiet 
life would seem to be shorter than an active one. 

A walk through the woods after strong winds too often reveals the sad 
scene of torn limbs or a newly fallen tree. It is most noticeably the old 
beech which succumb. Having stood for so long, why is this?

The New Forest Act of 1698 forbade the pollarding of any more oak trees 
(it spoilt the shape of the timber for ship building). The Deer Removal 
Act of 1851 removed the need to cut browse wood in winter time. No 
longer cut on a regular cycle, the multiple stems of the pollards grew 
and grew. Today, many of them are huge, an enormous weight of wood 
pivoting on a single point. No wonder the limbs tear and fall. Like some 
of us, the trees need their weight reduced.

There may well be a problem below ground as well as above it. Woodland 
expert Oliver Rackham (2006), reports that the beech in Epping Forest 
lived happily as active pollards. However when pollarding ceased, they 
were unable to grow sufficient root to balance their enlarged tops, making 
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them vulnerable in particularly dry or wet years. Could this be the case in 
the New Forest? If so, this is another clear reason for restarting the active 
management of these trees – do it or they die. Climate change makes the 
situation more serious and the need for action more urgent.

I suggest that a programme of active management is needed to sustain our 
ancient pollards. Not every woodland, not all trees – but we need to start 
somewhere. As part of a managed programme, it must be done carefully 
and slowly. It could take 3 visits over 20 years to reduce the weight on an 
old beech enough to make a real difference to its life span. 

To wish to leave them alone is surely to misunderstand that the New 
Forest we all enjoy has been made so by human activity. Take action now 
to keep the old pollards going and not only will the landscape ultimately 
benefit, so will the wildlife. The trees will remain as a reservoir of life for 
the many rare invertebrates, lichens and fungi which depend on old trees, 
whilst a new generation of young pollards gets the chance to mature and 
become suitable habitat.

An old beech pollard in Mark Ash, tearing itself apart. 
Careful repollarding could save such fine trees.
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Pollarding is something of a forgotten art. However in recent years the 
Forestry Commission has made efforts to start new pollards, largely under 
the LIFE3 programme. There have even been some attempts at crown 
reduction for tree conservation reasons, such as two of the old beeches 
at Knightwood Oak (see if you can spot them!). Elsewhere, through 
trial and error, Burnham Beeches has demonstrated the way forward in 
reactivating old pollards.

Could the FC be trusted to manage such a programme? A suspicion borne 
of past woodland abuse still hangs in the collective conservation memory. 
I suggest it is time to put this aside and work together to save this most 
special part of the New Forest landscape and ecology. 

Paul Hibberd, May 2008. This article represents the personal views of 
the author.

Don’t forget to log on to our 
brand new website for all the 

latest information and event timings 
- and to prompt friends and relatives to 

join us in our Forest campaigns!

www.newforestassociation.org
NFA Christmas Card 2008

The design for this year’s card has yet 
to be selected, but should be available at 
the New Forest Show and at the village 
fêtes which NFA attend. The design and 

purchasing instructions will also 
appear on the website.
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NOT JUST TREES
Anne Biffin

As a walks leader for the New Forest group of the Ramblers Association 
I soon became aware of members’ interest in the long and varied history 
of the Forest. Many of the walkers are incomers, so with this in mind I 
usually endeavour to provide a few historical details about our route.

Earlier this year I led a walk from Fritham through Amberwood, Alderhill 
and Sloden, an area that once supported the Romano British pottery 
industry, and took along some of my collection of sherds. We always stop 
for a short break and this time it happened to be at naturalist Eric Ashby’s 
striking memorial bench in Alderhill, where I took the opportunity of 
showing the pottery and explaining a little of the history.

The pottery industry flourished during the latter part of the Roman period 
until about 400AD, and covered an area of about eight square miles 
taking in Islands Thorns, Pitt’s Wood and Crock Hill where some of the 
finest pot was thrown. It was wheel turned and followed the fashion of 
the day imitating the popular Gaulish and Samian ware and shows great 
imagination of pattern and free design. Touches of Celtic art are evident 
on some of the vessels, and illustrations of the pottery and the wide range 
of designs are depicted in M.G. Fulford’s New Forest Roman Pottery 
(BA Arch. Report 17, 1975). New Forest ware has been found on Roman 
sites throughout the south and west of England indicating the extent and 
importance of their trade. 

It was not until 1852 that the kilns were first excavated by the Reverend 
J. Pemberton Bartlett who removed over 120 vessels from the Crock 
Hill site, and later by the Forest historian and naturalist John Wise. 
The pots are now with the British, Ashmolean and Salisbury museums. 
Unfortunately the kilns were destroyed during the excavations, and it 
wasn’t until the early 20th century that any attempt was made to record the 
kilns and pottery when the remarkable George Heywood Sumner, artist 
and archaeologist, made detailed drawings after their careful excavation. 
His Excavations in New Forest Roman Pottery Sites, (Chiswick Press, 
1927, see illustration p.15) remains the definitive book on the subject. He 
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NB - EARLIER DEADLINE FOR NEXT ISSUE
The deadline for copy to be included in the winter 08/spring 09 edition 
of the newsletter is 15th October,2008. Please send articles, views 
and pieces to The Editor, Georgina Babey, Sirius, Hatchet Close, Hale, 

Fordingbridge, SP6 2NF, email: geebabey@tiscali.co.uk.

once remarked that chance often favours the archaeologist, and so it was 
when a keeper was digging a pit to bury his pony near Ashley Rails and 
uncovered a layer of ash and sherds just below the surface. He informed 
Heywood Sumner who subsequently discovered some distinctive pottery 
which had not been identified before as of British manufacture. Pieces of 
sherd have also been found among newly fallen tree roots and burrowing 
animal scrapes.

One of the questions asked by my group was, “Why have a pottery in 
the New Forest?” One sensible explanation would be the availability of 
raw material, clay, water, and heathstone for kiln construction. Another 
possibility was the exemption of rural industries from collatio lustralis, 
a tax of the day, but it weighs more heavily towards the former reason. 
The industry slowly declined after the arrival of the West Saxons who 
favoured wooden utensils.

I had an appreciative audience that day, and on my part, I was happy 
in the knowledge that they went home knowing a little more about the 
history of Ytene, The Wild Wasteland.
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