An Oral History interview with Baz Forgham

Interviewed by Roger Kitchen on Tuesday 22 March 2005

Baz, to start off will you tell me when you were born?

August 1937 in Coalville

I was going to say where.  Tell me a little bit about your family

My father lived in Huggascote as a lad and he lived in Huggascote and Coalville all his life.  My mother came from Halifax of which she was very proud and they met, believe it or not on holiday in Llandudno and one of them was on the last week of a fortnight and one was on the first, met in Llandudno and got married I think in 1927 - 26/7 - and moved down to Coalville

What was your dad’s job?

Father started work from school at Ibstock colliery and he got offered, after about two years he was offered something like 2/6 a week extra to go to work in Snibston colliery and he worked in the rail weighbridge office from a teenager right through till 65, he worked in the same office that he started in - and I did exactly the same thing - I started work in the coal board and retired from exactly the same office as well

What the weighbridge?

No, I was at the Coal Board at Coleorton Hall - so between us we put in something like 70 years in two offices - quite a good record that 

As a kid, where did you play?

Well, in those days you could play anywhere, mostly we played in the street I suppose - you could usually get a game of football in the street - I lived in Park Road at that time and there was only one car in Park Road - and so you never saw another car - horse and cart occasionally, so you played in the road, or you just wondered around the fields, I lived just near the local park, so played there - or wander round the local fields and play there - round the brook, Huggascote Brook down here was one of my favourite places - cos my father knew the brook and we used to go there fishing quite regularly 

What kind of fish did you get there? 

Funny I was only saying this this week - if you go to Huggascote Brook - we call it the River Sence  now, but if you go to the River Sence you can see fish probably a foot long - now when I was fishing if you had something two and a half inches long you thought it was marvellous, you thought you’d got a trout or something - no, that’s how it’s changed in the last years, we’ve now got big fish

Why has it changed ?

It could be purely accidental or escapes because there’s a small fishing pond down here now which is quite close to the brook which has been stocked  - and at Sence Valley the ex Howton (?)  Gas site which has now been opened out, and that’s also been stocked, so it’s quite possible that the fish have escaped from this pond or culvert river from Sence Valley, but you can certainly catch some big fish in the river now which you couldn’t do when I was a lad 

Nothing to do with pollution or anything like that ?

No, no the River Sence has always been probably the best river in the county for non pollution - it’s probably a bit worse now than it was because the estate up at Bond, but it was always known as clear, a clear river, in fact I can remember fishing for crayfish in the river here as a lad, just only about two or three hundred yards away - so we did have crayfish and we still have bullheads in there which is a good sign of a clean river 

And this time as you grew up as a kid, is this when your interest in bird watching started or weren’t you interested then?

No, I’ve always known that the birds that you see in the garden are actually different from each other - whereas some people say, we had a bird in the garden, I knew that it was - probably didn’t know what it was called - but knew it was a different species - and my father was interested, although my father was almost a semi invalid, he couldn’t get out a lot or walk a lot, but he had a great interest in natural history and he used to read about it - he just read it, read book after book about it - whereas I wasn’t interested in reading, I was more interested in getting out and looking at it - unfortunately, well, not unfortunately, I was going to say, I didn’t do a lot of natural history as a boy because I spent most of my time train spotting - now, I’ve thought 
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over the years, I probably wasted my time train spotting, I should have been doing natural history, but thinking back I really enjoyed that - so it wasn’t a waste of time really - it used to get me out, I used to cycle to Tamworth, Derby, Leicester with a group of friends, used to pack sandwiches in my father’s old field glasses case, which would just fit four sandwiches, and set off on your bike and ride to Tamworth for the day - and they’d be - probably be 30 or 40 people standing at around the back of Tamworth station - all train spotting - Tamworth was ideal because you’d got the low level main line to Euston and the higher level main line to Bristol, so that was the place to go to - Tamworth - so I spent a lot of time up until I was probably 14 train spotting and in Coalville station - then I took more interest in natural history and going out in the countryside then

When you were growing up as a kid, when you were at school, what were the choices for you in terms of career? 

In those days you could virtually make a choice - my first thought was cabinet maker, I used to enjoy woodwork, but my father sat in the canteen at Snibston one day and he just happened to sit with one of the chief surveyors from Coleorton Hall, the headquarters, and he just happened to say to my father, ‘Do you know anyone who wants to be an apprentice surveyor? and he said, ‘Well, I’ve got a son who’s just about to leave schoo’ - and so I applied for a job - he said, ‘Tell him to apply’ - so I applied for a job - I forget which way round - I think I may have quoted surveyor or draughtsman cos if you’re a surveyor you’ve got to go down the pit a bit more often - and so I went for an interview and I got the job as draughtsman - so I joined the National Coal Board in August 1954 and retired from the same office in 1984 - I retired younger than my father did, I was offered early retirement and took it - to take up virtually a full time job doing natural history, unpaid unfortunately

Tell me, what does a draughtsman do? 

On a coal mine - well, you draw where the coal is(?) - for a start we drew out all the pit top apparatus such as all the coal prep plant, conveyors etc, 

Prep?

Coal preparation - plant - sorry, most people in Coalville will know what that means

No,no - you’ve got an innocent, I’m the man from the moon - you’ve got to explain it to me! 

But later in my career I concentrated on underground equipment - making, drawing out, under frames for all the coal cutting machines - and so - not only the under frames, we also did the pit layout to the faces, so we’d set it out - all the supports and the conveyors and things like that - and two of us in the office did that - and we did that virtually full time, occasionally we did pit top work, but mainly we were doing underground under frames 

I would have thought - is this where to actually put them - I thought this equipment existed - why do you need to draw it? 

The equipment existed that cuts the coal and they were all bought, none of those were made at the Coal Board, or British Coal as it turned out to be - but that particular machine - it had got to be a particular height for the coal seam it was cutting and it also had to be a particular type for the haulage system that was pulling it along and it also had to be a particular type for the conveyor it was running on - so those three items, you couldn’t just buy, you had to make it to suit those parameters - so our job was to set it all out and get the right height of the machine and the right position of it -which sounds quite straightforward, it was after a while, but you made a few mistakes on the way, before you found out how to do the job properly 

And where would they be fabricated then? 

Well, they’d be built at our local Coal Board workshops

You had workshops? 

We had workshops at Swadlincote and then as we got a wider area we used the workshops at Trentham - near Stoke on Trent - but mainly at Swadlincote and Trentham

Tell me, in that time, how often did you have to go down the pit?
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As a draughtsman I probably went down once every six months on average - sometimes you’d be down two or three times a month - but then you wouldn’t go for another 12 months - most of the time if you were doing pit face work you’d just get a total dimension from the surveyor, you got 100 yards to work in - and we’d set all the position of the supports and cutters and everything else to that 100 yards - occasionally - I think every time we were working a face, the surveyor would give a dimension of the actual overall, if you working on other things on the pit bottom, like conveyors, you would go and measure it up yourself - we also did head gear as well, so not only did we go down the pit we went up the head gears as well, which was sometimes a bit frightening, but luckily we didn’t have particularly big head gears in this area

You’re saying that you took early retirement at 57?

I took early retirement in 1987

No sorry, how old were you?

I was forty nine and three quarters!  

My goodness me!  

I felt a little bit guilty about that - but I was offered early retirement and I’d intended retiring, if I good, at 55 - and they came along and said, ‘Would you like to go?’, so I said, ‘Yes’ - and the chap - I mentioned there were two of us who did the same work, he was 43 and they offered him early retirement as well, so he took it - so that weekend in the office all our experience, which added up to something like 30 years, just disappeared from the office - but the same weekend our area joined up with North Derbyshire and they came down and they brought computers with them so we were superseded by computers

This is like CAD, do you mean?

In fact it was CAD - yes, we had an original computer in the office which we worked on, the two of us, and we said, it’s completely hopeless, it’s far better doing it by hand - and that was eventually changed - because we complained about the computers, cos we didn’t get them in our area, they moved them somewhere else - so when they got the good ones, they had them and they brought them down when they came from N. Derbyshire, so I’ve never actually done CAD at all - I might have - when I did leave Coleorton I did go and work for a friend of mine doing the same sort of work and so I worked part time for him for a few years, either a fortnight or three weeks on and then a fortnight off, or two or three days a week - it was difficult being a draughtsman, you can’t do two or three days a week, you’ve got to do the joy and finish it - so that’s what I used to do and work three weeks and finish the job and then have a fortnight off - so that I found far more enjoyable than the Coal Board because we’d been doing the job a long while, any query from any of the pits, they used to ring me or my mate in the office - so consequently you could spend some days on the phone sorting people out - whereas when I got to work part time for the friend of mine, if anybody got a query he answered it and, unlike the Coal Board, he could make a decision straightaway and get on with the job - the Coal Board, you had to have a meeting and it was a fortnight before you made your mind up - so it was far easier - I enjoyed drawing - when I worked part time I did more drawing than when I was at Coleorton 

Did you - when you say about drawing, do you actually transpose that drawing - do you draw wildlife? 

When I left work I did say I’d join a water colour class, and I joined that about three years ago, I didn’t have time until then - I now do one morning a week in the winter - I don’t go in the summer, I don’t have time in the summer - so I don’t do much Wildlife drawing - I do a bit, but not a lot 

You were saying that you retired so to speak to become a full time naturalist unpaid, tell me about how this interest in natural history developed - if it wasn’t when you were a young child - how did it - you said your dad was interested? 

Well, it was as a young person, I’d got the interest but - I mean it is difficult, you’ve got a bicycle - it’s the good places I’d find miles away - going on your bike, it’s a bit easier now I’ve got a car - and you’ve got a good network, so you know where things 
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are - in those days, had I have not been train spotting, I would’ve probably learnt a lot more about natural history in the days when it was really good - I mean when I started - not particularly when I started bird watching, but a few years after, it declined somewhat, it’s coming back again now - but in those years, I saw the down turn really - for instance, nightingales used to breed on Charnwood when I was a lad, I never knew that until afterwards, and things like that - so I missed out on that - no, it just came naturally really, I just used to enjoy being outside and seeing the birds, hearing the birds, seeing the animals - and as I say, I always knew that one species was slightly different from another - so even if I was on my bike and something flew across the road, I would realise it was one of two of the species - I learnt all the species from the Collins Bird Guide really - just looking at the pictures - it doesn’t come quickly, but it comes over the years, you get to know what’s what and eventually you just see a flash and you can recognise what it is - purely experience really

So it was just through experience, it wasn’t - you didn’t go to any classes in bird recognition or anything like that? 

No, no - I think the first class I went to on bird recognition was one I took myself - not a particularly good one, I did do a class of simple bird watching for one session

What’s the attraction - when you thing about it - when I was a kid a did a bit of train spotting, but there’s this manly kind of autism thing about collecting lists of things - is it the same with birds?

Well, it is - to a degree it is - it’s not the same as train spotting, as you know, when you’re train spotting, if you’ve got a run of forty, there’s one in the middle you’re desperate to see to tick off even though it looks exactly the same as the others - well, with birds watching you’re always striving to see a new bird and it goes on your tick list - but I mean I can go through year after year without seeing a new bird - but I still get a lot of excitement from seeing the ones I do see - in fact, last year, I did actually get a new bird for the first time for a few years which was a Long Billed Dowitcher it wasn’t here, it was on the E. Coast, but that was the first new bird I’d had for some years - and I don’t get many locally - birdwatchers, although they won’t admit it sometimes, actually keep lists, although they may not write them down, they know in their brain what they’ve seen locally - so we’ve all got a local list, all got garden lists, all got local parks lists and we’ve probably all got county lists, national lists and world lists - I mean, I could tell you what my garden list was, but I’ve not got it written down anywhere - just being in the garden, so although it’s not written down, I’ve actually got the list in my brain - I could find it written in bits and pieces all over the place, but I’ve not got an actual list - and when you reach the top echelons of bird watching, you become a twitcher and twitchers have lists and it’s the thing to get above somebody else on the list - I mean, the lists are phenomenal - something like 500 I think it is now for the country - I’ve not seen 300 yet - so

500?

It must be in that order 

So you don’t have a little pager, I’ve seen these twitcher’s pagers?

No I don’t

It’s phones I suppose today?

It started off with the café at Cley which is run by Nancy Gull - and everybody on a weekend used to go to Nancy’s café at Cley - and the phone would ring or it would be ringing out and people round Norfolk would be telling you where bits and pieces were - Nancy actually died about two years ago, so I think the café’s closed now - but that was superseded by a phone line where you could ring in on a national phone number and they’d be reports of what was about - and that was - it was taken over by an area - a Midlands, North, South - I’ve forgotten what the Midlands area was, but you could ring the Midlands area and they’d tell you what was about in that area - then pagers took over that and now, of course, the Web has taken over - so I can switch on my Web Page now for Leicestershire Ornithological Society and it may not be up to date today, but it’ll tell you what was about yesterday - so you know where to go to - so it’s much easier now that it used to be - because you used to plod around on your own looking for your own birds, but now you find someone else to look.
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What birds are particularly prevalent in this area that I wouldn’t see in my area - what does the habitat round here particularly encourage - are there any particular breeds for example? 

The short answer to that is probably no - it’s not a particularly brilliant area for bird watchers to come into - it’s a pretty standard, average place really - having said that, it the last 10 years we’ve got birds now that we’d never have dreamt of seeing 20 or 30 years ago - for instance, we’ve now got ravens breeding in the area, and I think that’s the first time in over 100 years - we’ve got peregrines breeding in the area, which may have happened pre war, but hadn’t until a few years ago - we’ve got buzzards all over the place, which wouldn’t have happened 10 years, 15 years ago - what else have we got, we’ve had stonechats breeding on Sence Valley which - I’ve not got any facts and figures, but I imagine that was perhaps the first time since the turn of the last century, I don’t know - so these things are coming back - but what I can’t understand is, birds of prey are coming back, but other birds don’t seem to be, and I can’t think why that is - but we do have - yes, a good answer to this is, we do a bird race every year - every May - and we do one every January now, a bird race is generally sponsored - and you have four people going round and you see or hear as many species as you can in a set time - now I’ve done them in Lancashire in a 24 hour basis, when you start at midday on one day and then you get about two hours sleep and you finish at midday the following day - now in our bird race, which we started doing as sponsored, but we enjoyed it so much we do it now for fun, and in May we’d get something like 75 species in 12 hours - and in January we’d get 62 or 63 species in 12 hours - so the birds are there, but there’s nothing particularly spectacular - apart from ravens, buzzards, peregrine - we’ve had a pied flycatcher nesting on Beacon Hill which might be just out of the area

I think it is just in, Beacon Hill 

That happened for two or three years, but I think they’ve moved on again now - so nothing spectacular, but it’s getting better 

Why do you think - you say birds of prey - but have you any reasons why? 

Well, one of the reasons birds of prey is the reduction of pesticides and DDT which was the - oh, I didn’t mention the sparrow hawk - now when I started bird watching, I never saw a sparrow hawk, I can’t remember the first date, but from that particular time gradually they increased and now I get them most weeks perched on my garden fence - whereas I never saw them previously - and that’s all to do with DDT and other pesticides - and the same with the peregrine, I mean peregrines virtually died out in the country, but now they’re nesting at least in half a dozen places in Leicestershire 

So if they haven’t got birds to eat - it’s mice or whatever? 

Well, sparrow hawks are alright because they can eat small birds and peregrines, their favourite food is pigeons, which is a bit upsetting for the pigeon fanciers - but they have been known to take a few loft pigeons, but they seem to get on alright - and buzzards eat rabbits and things like that - so if you haven’t got myxomatosis killing the rabbits off the buzzards are OK - but we do have a lot of buzzards at the moment 

One thing, it’s a aside in a sense - but the first person I was talking to this morning is on the Parish Council and was talking about objecting to a GM trial crop of rape seed - now have you seen any - have you been in areas where there’s been these trial crops - has that made any difference to…?
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No, I’ve not seen any evidence of it whatsoever - the complaint, as far as I know, is not the actual crop itself, but that the pollen can cross germinate with other pollens in nearby fields, I may be completely wrong here, but - so although the crop itself is fair enough, it’s what happens to the adjacent crops being cross pollinated - I made be completely scientifically wrong here, but I think that’s the problem with it - now from what the scientists say, if you have these GM crops then you’ll produce far more food which is great, but it’s just the case of upsetting the balance of everything else - as we know, when you introduce things which aren’t native like the mink and various others things then it ruins your own wildlife - we’ve now got a problem with the harlequin ladybird - which has been introduced, which not only eats aphids but it eats our ladybirds as well – so…. 

The other thing is you became a full time naturalist - what else have you been doing then besides bird watching - what else do you do? 

Well, I’m a member of – in fact I’m the secretary of the Leicestershire and Rutland Wildlife Trust who own or manage something like 35 sites throughout the county and we have four or five of those sites in North West Leicestershire - one of them Cloud Wood, we work in a coppice system which is the old fashioned cutting a section of trees down and then moving to the next coppice on a ten or  twelve or fifteen year cycle - so in the winter most Fridays a group of us are in there doing that - I’m also convenor for Dimminsdale Reserve which is the one which is famous for the snowdrops - so especially during the winter we work quite a bit there preparing for the snowdrops to look good for the visitors - so I do that as well - and then recently, well, not recently, but over the last ten years we’ve taken over, a local group took over the old sewerage farm at Kelham Bridge which 18 months ago was officially taken over by the Wildlife Trust with the help of the National Forest and Severn Trent and County Council and Environment Agency - they all put money in - and so Kelham Bridge is now a nature reserve and I spend at least half a day a week there as well

So how do you make a place a nature reserve, just don’t let anything happen in it or do you actually create habitats there? 

For Kelham Bridge the - it’s alongside the river Sence which we spoke about earlier and there was a poor pond there which was virtually the overflow - the water offtake, if that’s the right word, from the sewerage, it was an old fashioned sewerage works - used to filter through the ground - so there was a pond there - it was grazed by cattle in the days up until about the late 70s, early 80s, I believe, so it was a wonderful site for wading birds in the Spring and Autumn - so I was introduced to this site by Jack Stacey who also wrote the book - this one ………… - and I used to go there looking for waders in the Autumn generally, but then because of European directives, I think, you couldn’t graze cattle on sewerage outflow and so that stopped and so the pond then became grassed over or reed mace - and became half the size, so it wasn’t near as good as it was in those days - then Severn Trent came along and started ploughing up the fields above the bottom flood plain, and one or two people rang Severn Trent and said, what’s happening, it’s a wonderful nature reserve, what’s happening to it- and they said, well, what we are going to do is spray slurry on the upper fields and because we can’t spray slurry on the wet fields on the river bottom if you get a local group together of naturalists you can write a management plan and we will had it over to you as a nature reserve - so with the help of the County Council - the Chief Ecologist who had obviously written lots of management plans, I wrote the management plan and we said we’d open the pond out and we’d make a wader scrape and we’d have a reed bed and other bits and
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pieces and we had a meeting on site - this 11, perhaps 12 years ago, we had a meeting on site and I went through this management plan and Severn Trent said, yes, you can have all that apart from the hides - I’d drawn in some brick hides - and they said, you can’t have that because the bricks you’re going to use from the old farm is a different department, so you can’t use them - so you can’t have the hides, but you can everything else - but then we’d got one chap on the committee who’d got a JCB and he was going to do the work - but then I realised there was no way he could do it with a JCB, it was a heck of a big job - luckily one of my colleagues who, in fact, is the convenor of the site now, Ian Merrill, he worked for the local council - but worked for - I forget how it worked - but he worked for Severn Trent through the local council, and they were putting in a new sewer down from Ravenstone down to the river and they were having trouble - they were having to take all the soil that they had to take out of the ditch where they were putting the sewer in - taking off site and paying to put it on a landfill site - and so we had a meeting on site and they decided that they would find somewhere on the Kelham Bridge site to dump the material, and there was a very suitable place, and every time they dumped some material they would put into the kitty what they would have paid - and we finished up with £9,000 - so with that £9,000 we were able to get a bulldozer and digger in and actually opened out the pond, made some bunds so that you couldn’t see the water from them, from the path, and we made a wader scrape - and that was how it went 

A ‘wader scrape’? 

A wader scrape - waders are the long legged, curly bills, that sort of thing - and they like to wade about in mud - so what we had was a shallow pond, but if you could lower the water down you could get mud - so you can have mud at the right time of the year - so we got the wader scrape and the pond and we needed then a pond between the two really because it looked a bit sparse, so Ian wrote to Budge, who were the open cast people, who were working over the road which is now Sence Valley, and said, you know, you’ve ruined our countryside, can we borrow a machine for a couple of days, and surprisingly they said, we can’t let you have one now, but come back in the Spring, we’ll do it for you in the Spring - never heard any more about it until they rang up and said they were coming the next week with a machine from N. Derbyshire - and they came with a big digging machine and they pulled out another pond for us between the pond and the scrape - this pond was a bit larger so we could use it as an overflow from the scrape and the pond - that worked for a few years actually, it wasn’t brilliant, but it was better than it might have been - and then Severn Trent came along, because they still owned the site, and one of their conservation people - I forget their title, Jan Phillips, who has now left, and she came along one day and said, well, it’s alright, but it’s not working properly, we’ve got to do something about it - and then the National Forest got involved - and various other people got involved and put a lot of money in - Severn Trent, I presume, sold the site to the National Forest, who then gained other monies - excuse me, there’s a buzzard flying out there - probably being attacked by a crow 

Being attacked by a crow?

Crows will always attack - that just shows we do get buzzards here - where did I get to, oh yes, so Jan came along and said, this is working, but not well enough, so it got handed over to the National Forest and so on, who then got the Southern Trent land fill tax money - because Southern Trent couldn’t get their own land fill tax money, but the National Forest could - so they spent something like £100,000 on the bottom field by taking the top soil off, because it was a sewerage farm, they took the top soil off, and made some more ponds and made another scrape and put a hide in - and then the following year they came to the other end and they took about a metre off the ground there, probably more in some cases, and put a meander in the river and put another reed bed in - and so we finished up with something like 25 
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acres of prime nature reserve and it was June 18 months ago when it was officially opened by Baroness Barbara Young who is now head of the Environment Agency - it was a lovely summer day and we opened the reserve and it’s gone from strength to strength since- so that reserve was actually made although it was a good site to start with - it’s been made better, we’ve done lots of bits and pieces to it since, so it’s getting even better

So how do your volunteers maintain it then?

We do it with very little money, but if we do need some money either the Trust can provide some or the National Forest can provide some, just a little bit - just to do bits and pieces, but two of us going on one afternoon a week can keep it ticking over - we can’t do it properly, you do need other work coming in, but you can keep - like on each pond we’ve got a water level pipe shall we say, and you can change the pipe and lower the water or lift the water - and so we regularly check that those aren’t blocked and things like this - and we also strim the paths and keep it looking well - if it gets a bit muddy we try to clean that up or - well, we do actually now cut the reed bed because although the reed bed was planted some years ago it’s now at a stage where it needs cutting so for the last two years we’ve had to cut a section of the reed bed, but we bring in volunteers on a Friday morning and do that - so we keep it ticking over which is probably a bit boasting to say that the two of us, Peter Robinson and myself, do keep it ticking over - now we were told by the consultant a few months ago that similar jobs done with similar money get left and although it’s a wonderful place to start with and people go and look at it, nobody does anything so it gets grown over and goes - but we actually keep it in reasonable order and if we need any other work doing which is beyond the two of us, we bring in other people - and the Trust Office, of course, will also do some - they come out once or twice a year - so in that case, it works very well

Besides the birds, whatever wildlife is there? 

Well, it’s quite good there, we’ve got a wonderful selection of dragon flies - we’ve got a good selection of butterflies and we’ve got, we don’t see them very often, but we’ve got water shrew and harvest mouse, which are quite - they’re not particularly rare in the county, although they’re rarer than most of the others, but they’re not very often seen, but we’ve certainly got harvest mice and we’ve found dead water shrew - haven’t seen a live one yet, but found a dead one - and we’ve just have got a colleague who’s doing otter work and he’s walked up the river from - well, done a lot of the river down to Allerston way, and he’s found otter spraint at Sence Valley and at Kelham Bridge - so we’ve got otters coming in

Otter?

Spraint - which is the post word for otter droppings 

What brings them, I’ve heard in other parts of the country….?

Well, it’s because rivers have been cleared up now and they’re coming back on rivers - now I don’t know when was the last time otters bred or were regularly seen in Leicestershire - I don’t know - maybe around war time, but certainly they’re coming back into the county now - no one that we know of has actually seen an otter yet in these places because they’re nocturnal - but we’ve certainly got signs of them and they’re in every river in the county now - we’ve seen signs of them

And things like - you say the mink and, is it over in Norfolk the Coypu 

The Coypu 

Have you had any trouble like that here? 

The Coypu was actually wiped out - the Coypu was introduced and it was wiped out completely, so there’s no coypu here and I’ve always said, well, in that case we could get rid of the mink - but as someone pointed out the coypu, they had an intensive system of getting rid of the coypu because it was damaging farmers’ crops - and so they’d got a good argument to get rid of it - the mink doesn’t damaged crops it only 
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damages other Wildlife and as you probably know, the water vole is almost disappeared mainly because of mink - not always, but mink isn’t any good - however, when you get otters back the mink will go as well, so if you get the otters back you may well get water voles

What do otters eat?

Mainly fish, but they will eat - I think they will eat other mammals, but if they’ve got a good fish supply they’re OK - and as I said about the fish going back into the river, they’ve now got a good food supply if they go back into the river - they’ve got a good food supply, so it’s looking well for the otter at the moment - and hopefully not looking so well for the mink 

This is really quite encouraging that in fact these things that have, you say, happened in the last ten years or so - the peregrine, the raven and everything else - and now you’re talking about otters coming in, this is quite encouraging cos often, you know, the view one has about the effects of farming has been very negative, just about killing things off

Oh, a lot of - you tend to think of farmers as being complete villains - I don’t know the percentage, but most of them are quite interested in Wildlife - now recently or they’re just about to change the financial payments to farmers which will actually be better for the wildlife - so, I don’t know what the system is or how it will work, but I think

Is this the difference between set aside and actually maintaining it properly? 

Well, it’s going on further than set aside - I think they are going to get paid for doing particular conservation work like leaving three or four metre headlands along hedgerows and things like this - they’ll get paid for doing that - so obviously, if they register and they can do things like that - things like the farmland bird, which are probably the worst affected at the moment, will have some habitat to go into - so it should all actually be getting better 

It seems like - as I say, living down in Milton Keynes, it seems to me there aren’t as many around things like skylarks 

Well, in this area - as I’ve said many times to the locals, you only get skylarks on manmade ground now - where skylarks used to be in the fields and meadows, they’ve all been fertilised or whatever and it’s not so good - they only place you find skylarks here are on the old coat pit banks - Sence Valley which was an open cast mine - there’s loads of skylarks on Sence Valley on the open cast site, far more skylarks now probably than before it was open cast - you know, when the fields were there - Bardon Hill they’ve got big bunds up around the quarry at Bardon Hill

Big..?

Bunds - to stop the noise 

Buns, they’re called – BU?

BUNDS - they’ve got those mainly for putting things like topsoil but also to use as a sound barrier for the housing - you get skylarks all over there as well and the same with meadow pipits, the only place you may find the odd meadow pipit and the odd skylark for that matter, is Charnwood where there’s some rocky outcrops - but generally they’re on manmade - in fact, you can see here the old South Leicester Colliery pit bank, you can see the brown bit on the horizon, you’ll find the odd skylark and meadow pipit down there - whereas you wouldn’t have found them - well, before that pit bank was put down, you would’ve found them there because it was probably 100 years ago, but in recent years the skylarks don’t bother nesting in the ordinary fields we’ve got now 

Gosh, that is such a surprise! 

The skylarks at Sence Valley - a group of us did some surveys about two years ago - and I think in the area - Sence Valley Forest Park plus the adjacent ground which has just been left as virtually old pasture - I think we had something like 50 pairs altogether in that area, which would be about a mile square

Are you doing anything - obviously you are doing through these nature reserves and so on - but is there an active encouragement with things like bird boxes or are you on a bigger scale than that - in the sense that you’re trying to do things with whole areas of land?
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No, there’s - most nature reserves probably have bird boxes but a lot of people are encouraged to put up bird boxes - in fact there’s a scheme in Leicestershire - there’s a chap in Leicester called Ken Chamberlain, who died two or three years ago, and he was like me, took early retirement, I think he actually took early retirement on either illness or invalid, and he just made bird boxes and he made hundreds upon hundreds of bird boxes, and he sold them all for charity and he made thousands of pounds for charity - and when he died, Colin Green, who was - who actually works for Severn Trent, but also did an environmental programme on Radio Leicester, he encouraged people to buy bird boxes as a memorial and they’ve got a memorial out at Bosworth for Ken and a lot of bird boxes, and Colin has encouraged people to get bird boxes - so there are lots of bird boxes in Leicestershire that aren’t on nature reserves purely - or a lot of it is because of Colin’s input really

The other thing is that in terms of Wildlife, there’s stories in many areas about the giant cat 

The big cat - well, as a naturalist, I’m not supposed to believe it, but I’ve seen video tape of big cats which are definitely big cats, I’m told that there are road casualties which have definitely been identified as shall we say the smaller cats - like lynx and things like that - which have been identified road kill - and around here, every few months, we get a report of a big cat - now there’s a lady who lives only half a mile away from here and she rang me up - she’s in her 80s, but she’s certainly compos mentis - and she said she was sitting in her lounge - this would be last summer - and she saw what she thought was next doors Alsatian walking up the garden, she’s got a big garden, so she saw this Alsatian walking up the lawn - she realised as it got towards the house, as it turned sideways, it was a big cat with a long turned up tail and it just walked passed the house - now there’s no reason at all why she should want to make a story about a big cat, and she’s definitely compos mentis enough to recognise a big cat - she knows the difference between a dog and a big cat - but not only that, she lives quite close to where there’s been two or three other sightings - so I’ve not seen one and I’ve had no evidence of one at all, but I’m bound to think that there’s - even if out of every hundred sightings 95 of them are false, I think there is some evidence

The only thing I’d say is, here’s you out and about almost every day of the year in fairly wild areas and you haven’t seen one

Well, that happens doesn’t it - there’s always someone who’s just out in the garden and a rare bird flies passed - it does happen - no, I may well have walked passed one

Are there other things - are there people - oh, look, there’s a - it’s on your - what’s that bird on your fence? 

That is a sparrow hawk - amazing - that is a male sparrow hawk - you can see it’s red down the front

I’ve never seen one of those

Only - here’s the binoculars, have a look at that - it’s just moved out, has it flown down a bit - 

I’ll just pause this …………………..  That was a break in order to have a look at the sparrow hawk - it’s still there.  No, I was just wondering about other things - you know, what about things like bats and things like that - do people take a particular interest…?

Well, you’re asking the right person here because a couple of friends of mine, Jan and Alison Kirkwood, are the bat people and whenever a bat’s reported injured or someone’s got a bat roost, then Jan and Alison go out and look at it - probably not so quickly now because they’ve got two young children - yes, funnily enough I actually do - because of them - I do a bat walk every summer - doing a bat survey, where you walk so far and stop and look for bats and carry on - and you’ve got a bat detector so you can hear them - having said that, I don’t find many bats, but there are bats about - occasionally we get them round here, but not very often.
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And you haven’t done anything - I mean in other parts of the country they’ve done things like they’ve bred and reintroduced the red kite - are there any particular species of anything - birds or any type of Wildlife - that you have as a society taken a special interest in?

As the Wildlife Trust I’ve be instrumental in reintroducing the osprey to Rutland Water, that comes way out of the area of the National Forest - but young ospreys were relocated, I think the word was, down to Rutland Water for five years - I forget how many young they had down there - so in all 50 or 60 young birds were taken from nests in Scotland and reared in Rutland Water - and they fly off for two years and come back and the last two years they’ve had them - certainly one pair breeding, I think two pairs - unfortunately, both off the actual nature reserve at Rutland Water, but they’ve got nest sites ready for them coming back - in fact, at this very moment - what is it, end of March - they’ll be getting geared up for seeing the birds coming back and praying that they’ll nest on the site - so the Wildlife Trust were instrumental in that together with other organisations - so that’s one thing the Trust have done - no, it’s a very complicated and big job reintroducing species, it’s not just a case of bringing them, you’ve got to - well, for a start, you’ve got to get the permission of English Nature and all the other bodies and then you’ve got to do a really good audit and survey of what’s there to see whether it will be worth bringing them.  Dormice is one that’s been thought about - because dormice, we do have them probably in the very south of the county, Northamptonshire is the nearest place where they’re reasonably - well, common isn’t the right word - but where there are dormice - and there are dormice reintroduction events elsewhere in the country - but we’ve not had them in Leicestershire, but it has been mentioned - that’s as far as it’s got really 

I was talking with people a good sight older than you about when they were kids growing up doing birds nesting and having a collection of maybe 50 eggs and so on - and obviously that is no longer legal - but how much is that kind of vandalism a problem for you? 

Not a problem for us - I think children will still take the odd egg, nothing like it was in our youth - but it doesn’t affect us in Leicestershire to any degree apart from I noticed the fact that one chap was arrested only last week with a tremendous collection of not only eggs, but the rarer bird eggs which is a problem - if you’ve got one, say golden eagle nesting in one county in Scotland and someone’s determined to get the eggs that that species’ gone certainly for 12 months or a lot longer - whereas if you take blackbird eggs it’s no different to the predation they get normally, so it’s only a minute percentage of the population taking eggs, but the ones that are, are causing a lot of damage to the rarer birds - now saying that about Leicestershire, now that we do have things like ravens and peregrines it could well be that we shall get them coming - although I suppose peregrine isn’t one of the rare birds now - not for those people - it was a few years ago, but not now

Of all of the birds, which is your favourite?

It’s funny actually, I’ve got no particular favourite, but I’m always desperate to see a water rail - even though I’ve seen water rails - I won’t say many times, but I’ve seen a lot of water rails, and I’m always desperate to see another one - in fact, there’s one in that picture there - which is why it’s there

What’s so…?
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I don’t know, it’s just that they’re very elusive for a start, you’ve got to sit and look for a long while and I remember being on the Scilly Isles on one occasion and I heard there was a water rail in this particular spot and it was just about to stick it’s nose out and some children walked down the path behind me and it disappeared and about half and hour later it came out again and a helicopter came over and it disappeared again - and so I thought I saw just a bit of it - but I distinctly remember the very first one I saw and that was in Guernsey - and there was a lovely little wet patch with a few bushes and trees around it, quite a dingy sort of wet patch, and I just stood looking over it and this water rail walked out - the first one I’d ever seen - fantastic - but now they’re far more common than they were a few years ago - and if we went to Kelham Bridge this afternoon and we sat long enough, we’d see one - they’re as common as that now, they seem to be getting more lonely (?), mostly winter visitors, we don’t get so many breeding birds - in fact they’ll be on their way soon, if they’ve not already gone - we do think actually, we’ve may, two years ago, we may have had them actually breeding at Kelham Bridge -we certainly heard them throughout the summer, so they may have bred 

What difference in that respect do you think the National Forest will make - when it’s in it’s full creation, 10 years in?

Well, it’s already making a big difference - people of my age were saying when it started, well, we shall never see it, but I mean if you go out to the early plantings now, there’s trees 15 or 20 foot high - so we’ve actually got woods now - but it’s not only the trees, it’s the just the change from just being fields to planting up with trees which get scrubbed over a little bit - and then you get the species coming in which like that sort of habitat - and a few years later they’ll move on - for instance, the skylarks at Sence Valley breed amongst the small saplings, now the trees are getting a bit bigger, the skylarks are probably getting less, eventually, they’ll be very few skylarks on Sence Valley because it will be a wood - so it’s not only waiting for the mature trees, it’s actually all the species that will come in on the way up - they’ll come in and go, come in and go - and short eared owls, we get every winter now at Sence Valley which we never had previously, but they just like the small trees and the scrubby ground between them - but as the trees grow, the short eared owls will go somewhere else - so it’s already making a big difference really - Grasshopper Warblers which I’m too old now to hear - but because they’re high pitched, I can’t hear them - I’m told down at Willsley (?) which was one of the first plantings, there are two or three pairs of grasshopper warblers there, which wouldn’t have been there, if it hadn’t been for the short trees and the scrubby bits between them - so it’s not a case of waiting for the woodpeckers to come in when the trees are mature, it’s a case of all the species which will use the woodland as it grows up - different things

So it will evolve and the birds will move around as the place matures?

That’s right - which is exactly the same thing on a minute scale as coppicing - when you coppice a woodland all the insects and flowers that like the sunshine will move into the area that you’ve just coppiced - as it gradually grows up you coppice the next area, so they move to the next area and the birds, the insects and the flowers will just move round - the seeds are probably there under the mature trees, but they won’t flower or shoot until you let the light in - so when you coppice a woodland, all these things just move round behind, follow you round where you’re coppicing - and it’s a bit the same with the National Forest, as one set of trees grow the species that are utilising the young trees will move to the next plot that has been planted and they’ll move round on a much bigger scale 

The other thing is, I was just listening to one of the people I was talking to earlier today and he was talking about how things that were likely to be damaged by frost - they can now plant them because of the change in the climate - again have any new species come to this area in the last few years because perhaps the climate is getting slightly warmer?

We may be seeing that with dragonflies and maybe butterflies - we’ve got marbled white butterflies in the county now, which we didn’t have a few years ago, 

Marbled?
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Marbled white - they’re coming north - little simple things like comma butterflies which are quite common now, weren’t so common a few years ago - whether that’s global warming, I don’t know - but one bird which is definitely working on the global warming system is the little egret, which until - I don’t know how long ago, probably 10 years - was a rare visitor to Britain, now breed all along the south coast, they’re coming north, we now get them in the Sence valley quite regularly, there’s one pair mucking about up and down the valley- so little egrets have come - dragonflies also have changed - I don’t know which particular species, but they’re also moving north as well, so not necessarily the warmer winters, but the warmer summers are bringing things in - and of course, the warmer winters aren’t killing off species, things like wrens - or herons are a good example, herons on a really cold winter used to drop off in numbers tremendously because they were - well, if all the water was frozen they’d got nowhere to feed - but now herons are all over the place, you can see in 10s or 20s - purely because of the warm winters 

Good God!  Final question, in this National Forest area, have you got a favourite place? 

Well, I’ve got to say Kelham Bridge I suppose - ridiculous saying it’s an old sewerage farm, to say it’s my favourite place - but it’s the one place that - if I’d got a day and I’d got to go somewhere bird watching I would probably go to Kelham Bridge, not because it’s the best bird watching site, I could go to other places, I could go out to Croxall - but it’s just my patch - seeing a reasonably good bird on your own patch is better than seeing a rare bird somewhere else - especially at Kelham Bridge where I’ve done quite a lot of work to it - to see the birds come out - great - that’s the one place I’d go to 
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