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Foreword


In 1915 the Society for the Promotion of Nature Reserves (later to become The Wildlife Trusts) published a list of 284 places in Britain and Ireland ‘worthy of preservation’ as permanent nature reserves. The list was the brainchild of the Society’s founder Charles Rothschild. It included shingle beaches, highland mountains, marshes where rare butterflies dwelt, ancient woods, stretches of coastline and unspoilt heath. It was the first list of its kind and it went on to form the backbone of statutory nature conservation as we know it in the United Kingdom. Many of the places on Rothschild’s list are now protected as nature reserves. Others have fared less well, ancient grasslands have been lost under the plough, heathlands lost to conifer plantations and ancient woods destroyed by the urban sprawl of modern life.


In 2015 The Wildlife Trusts wanted to mark the centenary of the list and to honour this crowning achievement of our founder. To do this we asked Simon Barnes to visit a selection of the places Charles Rothschild and his colleagues were so keen on protecting a century ago – some places that have been saved and others that have been all but lost. The book you are reading is the result of that venture and it also contains some beautiful paintings by Nik Pollard who also visited these special wild places – the ‘Rothschild Reserves’.


A report on the Rothschild list including an analysis of the places today and more of Nik Pollard’s beautiful artwork can be found online at wildlifetrusts.org/Rothschild


We are very grateful to the Rothschild Foundation for supporting this special project.


Stephanie Hilborne OBE, November 2015



1. As it was in the beginning

Woodwalton Fen

There is always a sadness at the heart of love and it comes from the dread of loss. Wouldn’t it be awful if this was taken away from me? Everyone in possession of a heart knows that feeling – and it’s nothing less than the fear of time. To look on anyone or anything with love is to understand that nothing lasts forever, neither the lover nor the beloved.

A few make this discovery and resolve to love a little less. But most of us make no resolution at all: we just get on with the job of loving. Perhaps we hope that love will grant a bit more time to both the lover and the beloved.

Sometimes, in a place rich in history, you get a sudden moment of piercing empathy with the people who were here before: the people who lived here and loved here in the time before you were born. Much later on this quest I was walking on a precipitous meadow that fell down towards the Upper Thames when my eye was caught by a butterfly. It was a very nice little thing that I didn’t at first recognise, so as I walked I followed the butterfly with my eyes instead of looking where I was putting my feet. Inevitably I tripped over a bulbous anthill.

I recovered before I hit the ground and as I did so I understood – understood with the suddenness of a Zen monk being enlightened – that I was not the first person to do this. Across a century and more, other walkers, other explorers, other people who loved the wild world every bit as much as I do, had walked this slope and delighted in a passing butterfly – so much so that they forgot about self-preservation and took the same stumble. All those butterflies, all those stumbles, perhaps a thousand every year for a hundred years, making 100,000 stumbles in all, and each one of them linked me with time past. Linked me with 100 years of love.

***

But it was in a little house in the middle of a wild fen that I had a far more important moment of enlightenment. It was a nice little house, reminding me of a safari lodge at one of the better destinations in Africa: it provided comfort and wildness in equal measure. No willed austerity, no hardship for the sake of hardship, just the certainty that wildlife came first. Personal comfort was a bonus, albeit an acceptable one. It’s a fine balance, one I’m deeply familiar with from African travels, and so perversely I felt right at home in this place in the heart of the Fens in Cambridgeshire.

And that’s what gave me this sudden revelation: this lightning-swift experience of intimacy with the past and its long-dead people. I looked out of the window, at the wonderful wet landscape of Woodwalton Fen, savoured its mystery, the sense of hidden life teeming all round, the sound of the wind soughing in the seedheads of the reeds, the voice of a buzzard mewling way out of sight – and I had a sudden sense of the fragility of it all. Not just of this place but of all wild places. I know that very similar wild places have been destroyed again and again, I know that many more similar places are under threat. And I thought: wouldn’t it be awful to lose this place?

In that instant I felt as Charles Rothschild felt. I know that he had exactly the same experience 100 years ago, probably more than that. After all, I was in his house; it was his window I was looking out of. Did it come on him suddenly, like a eureka moment? Or did it grow on him bit by inexorable bit? Love can work in either way; it can also work in both ways at once. I suspect that a dramatic instant of revelation was followed by a sense of certainty and commitment that increased with every passing day.

And that was how Charles Rothschild invented wildlife conservation as we know it today.

Something must be done. Rothschild was certain of that: knew it in his bones. And he had the social and economic position as well as the personal nature to add something to this thought: I’d better get on with it then.

So he did.

That’s the miracle I’m here to celebrate. It’s 100 years since Rothschild acted on his revelation about the fragility of the wild world – long, long before most people realised that the wild world was anything other than an infinite resource – and he decided to do something decisive to save it.

***

Rothschild was – Rothschild is – a man worth celebrating. He was one of the great people in the history of conservation. He was one of the first to understand that we live on a planet that needs saving and is worth saving, and then he was one of the first to leap into action. But if he thought for a second that I was about to celebrate the man and his achievements ahead of the wild world and the wild places he loved, he would be filled with horror. He’d be spinning in the grave to which he went far, far too young.

***

If you go to St Paul’s Cathedral, you’ll find that just about the only modest thing in the entire place is an inscription to the architect, Sir Christopher Wren. No lavish tomb, no extravagant piece of statuary for him. Just this plaque. It reads: Si monumentum requiris, circumspice. If you require a monument, look about.

A cathedral is only a cathedral. Nature is more. Much more. Nature is more than anything any human being could ever create if we survive as long as the dinosaurs did, for 100 million years. If you seek a monument to Rothschild, then go to the window at his safari-style bungalow at Woodwalton Fen. And look about.

But don’t stop there. Go to one wild place after another the length and breadth of this country and look about there as well. So many of these are monuments to Rothschild – and they are all, each and every one of them, part of the process that he started. If you like, the words I am writing here are a long-winded version of Wren’s plaque: an invitation to you, dear reader, to look about. If you do so you will understand the extent of Rothschild’s achievement – and more importantly, you will also understand a great deal more about nature. And that’s as it should be; that’s as Rothschild would wish it.

Every nuance of what Rothschild did for the wild world is expressed in the following idea: it’s not about me. It’s about nature.

Quite. And hurrah for that. But there’s no law to say that we can’t celebrate the man as well. So here’s why I am writing these words: (1) to celebrate the wild world, (2) to celebrate the places that are known informally as the Rothschild Reserves, all 284 of them, even those that are lost to us now, and (3) to express a good loud hurrah for the man as well.

***

Charles Rothschild was a man skewered by duty and inspired by love. His life-work was an attempt to keep duty and love in some kind of balance. He was born into power and position and money and he saw that as both a responsibility and an opportunity. An opportunity to do right.

He was born in 1877, the son of the first Baron Rothschild and went to Harrow where he was routinely bullied for the ‘crime’ of being a Jew. He then went to work for the family business: as a partner in the great bank NM Rothschild and Sons; he was said never to have missed a day. He also took on many public responsibilities; he was lieutenant of the City of London, a JP for Northamptonshire, later High Sheriff of that county. Not a man who shirked much, then.

But his passion was the wild world. He was an entomologist, and no dilettante. He was particularly fascinated by fleas and his work on them is relevant to this day. He was the first to describe the oriental rat flea that was the vector of the Great Plague; he named it Xenopsylla cheopis, for the eponymous pharaoh. His collection of fleas is now in the hands of the Natural History Museum.

But he wasn’t just a lab man, a microscope man, a dissecting man, a man who preferred a roof over his head. Rothschild loved the wild world for itself. He loved to be out in it. Don’t think of this love as an escape from the bank, from the city, from the smoke, from responsibility, from duty. It was very much better than that. His love of the wild world was not based on negatives at all: it was all about that very special kind of joy that only the wild world can bring. He was more alive in the wild than he could be in any other circumstances. The wild gets people that way.


[image: Illustration]

Charles Rothschild with butterfly net



Sir David Attenborough is frequently asked how he got his own love of the wild world. His invariable reply is: ‘How did you ever lose yours?’ For love of the wild world is part of our birthright, part of the birthright of humanity. We are all born with it. It can be hard to find, but everyone who has taken inner-city children to green places talks about the glorious awakening that takes place almost as a matter of course in the nature-deprived. Some – too many – lose this innate affinity for wild places and non-human life: a few of those do find it again. With Rothschild it was the ruling passion of his life.

But passion will only get you so far. Rothschild was in a position to do something about it. So he did.

***

Rothschild acquired Woodwalton Fen in 1910. It’s a place on the edge of the Fens: and even when he bought it, it was one of the last bits of wild fen country left. He bought it in order to save it: to cherish it and to look after it. And he built himself a cabin there, so that he could enjoy it as well. He wanted to love the place in person.

They started to drain the Fens of Cambridgeshire in 1620. In 1851 things hotted up with the installation of a great steam engine. This was immensely effective: the Fens rapidly became the black-soiled carrot-fields we know today, rather than the great watery places of mystery and life they once were. Woodwalton was largely unscathed because it lies on the fringes of the Fens rather than in the Fen heartland. So Rothschild made it his own.

***

There was a moth, a red underwing, resting on the outside wall of Rothschild’s cabin when I walked in. I sat at Rothschild’s table, and looked out of Rothschild’s window across Rothschild’s reedbed. Brian Eversham, chief executive of the Wildlife Trust for Bedfordshire, Cambridgeshire and Northamptonshire, had come to show me around the place, and he very kindly provided a picnic. So I lunched on Waitrose quiche and gazed out and understood that Rothschild didn’t just like the idea of nature. He liked to be right in the middle of it. He liked to live it.

And I felt a great wave of empathy rolling back across a full century, for I love it too. I envied him the place, I envied him the cottage which he had built in the Hungarian style. I also envied him the hat he wore in the photograph that hangs on the cottage wall. He is wearing the gear he wore when engaging with nature: collar, spotted silk tie, black jacket and waistcoat, white trews. The stub of a cigar is clamped between his lips, flavouring his bold moustache. His butterfly net is in his hand. A lovely lady is looking rather coquettishly through the window of the building behind him. Here is a man in his prime, a man to envy indeed – if it wasn’t for all that duty. But his sense of duty was to combine with his passion for the wild, and that brought about one of the great leaps forward in the conservation of nature in this country.
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