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AND COUNTRY 
Tower & Town we may be, but also tower and country just as much. No one who 

lives in and around Marlborough can fail to be aware of the closeness of our 

connection to the surrounding countryside, something that I suspect many of us 

during those long dark lockdown months became acutely conscious of. 

So, this edition is a celebration of that countryside and aims to provide a little 

insight into what makes it so special, and the good people and groups and 

organisations and businesses who help to keep it that way. I quickly discovered 

soon after I set off down this editorial road that I could fill half a dozen magazines 

with country related material, so if I have not included your favourite bit, apologies 

- but do write and tell us about it, or indeed comment on what's here. 

To my many contributors, grateful thanks for the articles, and above all for what 

you all do to give us a countryside that we can enjoy. Dr Jemma Batten (Project 

Director, Marlborough Downs Nature Enhancement Partnership) writes about the 

Making Space for Nature project. Kirstine Bowen from the Wiltshire Wildlife Trust 

writes about the Bay Meadows Nature Park. Matt Prior writes about wildlife 

conservation on the downs, and river-keeper John Hounslow talks to me about the 

River Kennet. David Pegden writes about his love of the local countryside through 

his camera lens (the cover and other lovely images in this edition are his); Nikki 

Morgans tells us about Forestry England's work in Savernake; Jamie Horton gives 

us an insight into the life of a dairy farmer; and I take a walk. 

In addition to which we have our army of wonderful regular contributors, 

including something from a local textile group. So much to enjoy, and so much to 

be thankful for. 

David Du Croz, Editor 
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Making Space for Nature Jemma Batten 

Following the 2010 publication of Professor Lawtonõs report Making Space for 

Nature, Marlborough Downs farmers were horrified to learn that countless native 

wildlife species were in decline or, at best, just about holding their own. 

Consequently, when Defra launched a competition inviting proposals to pilot new 

ways of working for wildlife, the group were able to secure funding to show how a 

farmer-led, bottom-up approach could result in real gains for the habitats and 

species found on the downs.  

We were determined to show that by being allowed to make our own decisions 

about wildlife management on the downs, together we could accomplish great and 

wide-reaching benefits. When the initial funding ran out, the farmers were 

determined to continue and are still going strong today, funded partly by the 

farmers themselves, and partly by various grants and donations.  

The Space for Nature project is owned by the farmers and their supporters. We 

have invested a lot into it and are therefore committed to the responsibility of 

ensuring that our achievements are sustainable. Wildlife conservation is not all 

about money and we have shown that it is undertaken far more enthusiastically and 

effectively by people who are genuinely motivated at a personal level, rather than 

merely incentivised by financial reward.  

We have also discovered that by working together we can create a vibrant 

community that is able to achieve so much more than we would alone. Weõve seen 

how what started out as a fairly straightforward wildlife project has grown into 

something that has social, health, and economic benefits as well as bringing about 

better awareness, understanding and management of our local biodiversity. 

ôSpace for Natureõ achievements: 

¶ Over 150 acres of chalk grassland habitat created/undergoing restoration, 

with seven new sites identified as being of local importance for wildlife. 

¶ Over 600 acres of rough grassland managed for small mammals, owls and 

raptors, and over 30 sites planted with flowering bulbs or shrubs to create 

habitat for pollinators. 

¶ A necklace of 18 new or restored ponds across the downs. 

¶ More widespread populations of tree sparrow, corn bunting and other 

farmland birds due to scrub planting and winter feeding programmes. 

¶ The Space for Nature Reserve, showcasing our work for research, 

demonstration and education purposes. 

¶ Improved public access on 47 miles of footpath and bridleway, and 8.5 miles 

of permissive access for disabled carriage drivers.  
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Bay Meadows  Kirstine Bowen 

Bay Meadows is Wiltshire Wildlife Trustõs newest nature reserve, located on the 

edge of Marlborough. The River Og, a beautiful chalk stream, runs through the 

middle of the reserveõs water meadows. Purchased in 2022, the trust saved the site 

from the threat of development that would have destroyed its value for wildlife. 

Thanks to great support from the trustõs members, the National Lottery Heritage 

Fund, The Hills Group, Dyson, Fish in Need, Marlborough Area Board, the Town 

Council and other generous donors, the trust has completed a transformative 

project to improve the habitat for mammals, birds, fish and pollinators. The trust 

has also created a nature park which is now open for everyone to enjoy.  

Bay Meadows is crucial in helping 

wildlife move seasonally through the chalk 

landscape along the River Og. Surveys 

have revealed that more than 300 species 

call Bay Meadows home, including otters, 

water voles and wild brown trout; habitat 

restoration in the nature reserveõs wildlife 

refuge area has been geared toward 

attracting even more.  

Shallow scrapes have been created, which will fill with water seasonally, 

providing ideal habitat for wading birds such as lapwing. The scrapes are also a 

clever way to mitigate the impact of climate change, allowing water to be released 

slowly during dry periods to help sustain nature. In the Ogõs channel, the water 

flow has been varied to improve fish spawning habitat.  

More than 6,000 trees have been planted, including hawthorn and crab apple, to 

provide food sources and nesting habitat for birds. Many snakeshead fritillary bulbs 

have also been planted to establish a beautiful, rare wildflower meadow.  

The nature park provides a wonderful place to explore, relax and connect with 

nature, easily walkable from the town of Marlborough. Along the new circular 

paths and connecting bridges, thereõs the chance to see and hear many birds, 

including reed bunting, and yellowhammer. You may even see the iridescent blue 

flash of a kingfisher darting along the channel. In summer, why not sit on the 

riverbank listening to the trickling waters whilst watching dragonflies? 

With the help of an amazing group of volunteers, the trust has created a den 

building area, an enchanted tunnel and a wellbeing area, whilst several chill-out 

areas mown into the meadow provide a place to picnic or enjoy the view. Visit: 

www.wiltshirewildlife.org/nature-reserves/bay-meadows .  

 

É Richard Clarke  
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The Tree Sparrow Story Matt Prior 

The tree sparrow is the country cousin of the more familiar house sparrow. They 

have declined by 94% across the UK over the past 40 years, mainly due to 

intensification of farming. They are sadly extinct from most counties in southern 

England. I started the Wiltshire Tree Sparrow Recovery Project in 1999, when there 

were only about 30 pairs on the Marlborough and Pewsey Downs.  

Initially, we researched where tree sparrows had historically been recorded. We 

then installed nest boxes on trees and 

buildings on farmland across North 

Wiltshire. Tree sparrows are seed eaters, so 

we put up some bird feeders at the same 

sites and provisioned them with a mix of 

white millet and high energy seed mix.  

Tree sparrows took to the nest boxes in 

the first year, and numbers built steadily 

year on year. We monitor the nest boxes 

and count and record all the eggs laid and 

young hatched. We are very careful doing 

this because tree sparrows are very wary around the nest. We are trained and 

qualified to do this to ensure that there is no risk to the birds or the nest contents.  

We use bird ringing, for which we are licensed, as a tool to learn how tree 

sparrows disperse and use the landscape. This has helped us to plan where to install 

the next phase of nest boxes and feeding stations, and we now have 1,200 nest 

boxes. Working with other groups, we have planted lots of elder trees that seem to 

be beneficial to tree sparrows. There has been a suite of other habitat 

enhancements including improving field margins, planting conservation cover 

crops, and creating dewponds.  

 The number of pairs varies from year to year. They had increased to a maximum 

of 258 pairs using our nest boxes, but over the past 5 years there has been another 

nationwide decline, the cause of which is currently unknown. In 2023, 110 pairs 

used our nest boxes, and they raised 1,100 young to fledging. The average of 10 

young per pair is a record over the normal 7-9 young per pair. This shows that 

nesting success and availability of insects for nestlings is not an issue - the issue is 

related to winter survival. Tree sparrows are extinct across most of southern 

England with fewer than 250 pairs south of the Midlands. With 50% of the 

population of southern England, it is vital that we are successful in conserving 

them in Wiltshire. 

 

É Nick Upton 
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Spring Fields from Knap Hill 


