
autumn/winter 2014 FREEFor the Medway Swale Estuary

News, features, events and more…
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CHANGE
YOUR BANK.
CHANGE
THE WORLD

Triodos Bank NV (incorporated under the laws of
the Netherlands with limited liability, registered
in England and Wales BR3012). Authorised by
the Dutch Central Bank and subject to limited
regulation by the Financial Conduct Authority
and Prudential Regulation Authority. Details
about the extent of our regulation by the
Financial Conduct Authority and Prudential
Regulation Authority are available from us on
request. Registered office: Triodos Bank, Deanery
Road, Bristol BS1 5AS. VAT reg no 793493383.

www.triodos.co.uk

3 to 29 November 2014, exhibition
Betty loves Bryan, Whitstable

21 to 28 January 2015, exhibition at
Fishslab gallery, Whitstable

Paul Fowler

www.paulfowler.uk.com 
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The Medway Swale Estuary Partnership is a not-for-profit organisation established in
2000, whose work is centred on the sustainable management of the estuary’s natural
and historical environment and increasing knowledge of the estuary through research,
publications and public activities. 

The Mudlark is published twice a year by: Medway Swale Estuary Partnership, 
3 Lock Cottages, Lock Lane, Maidstone, Kent ME14 3AU. Phone: 01622 683695
Email: msep@medway.gov.uk Visit: www.msep.org.uk MedwaySwaleEP

The views expressed in the articles in this publication do not necessarily reflect the views
of the partnership. 

The partnership acknowledges the financial assistance of:

Kent
Wildfowling
and
Conservation
Association

One of the supreme delights of our estuaries and coasts are the birds. Whether summer
or winter our coast is alive with birds of all kinds, and people come to enjoy the
spectacle for recreation of all kinds.

Many of us have been increasingly worried about the future of our coasts, with the
ominous spectre of an Estuary Airport casting a shadow over us for far too long. Even the
modest increase in air traffic following the successful upturn in business at Southend airport
has been noticeable as the jets soar high overhead - although scarcely too intrusive.

But it makes you shudder to think of the volume of air traffic which we would have had
to endure if the Estuary Airport ever came to pass. That of course would have followed
on from the whole destruction of much of our natural environment – whether on land or
at sea. Thankfully the Davies Commission, set up by government to look into airport
capacity in the South-east, eventually came down on the side of the anti-airport
campaigners. The Commission said the airport idea was too costly and too damaging
to the environment. Hooray!

Now we can get on with enjoying the coast that we all love so much.

Alan Jarrett
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4 Partnership news

Mudlark

The partnership has regrettably decided that the cost of
producing the Mudlark twice a year, can no longer be
financially justified. This doesn’t mean however that the
magazine will cease, but from 2015 will only be published on
an annual basis. This will of course mean that it will have to
undergo certain changes in order to ensure that its contents
remain relevant throughout the year. Therefore items such as the
events listings and general news, will now be published online.
In their place we intend to include longer more in-depth articles
on the estuary and the wider north Kent marshes area. 

Your Estuary - North Kent Catchment Plan

Regular readers will be aware that the partnership hosts the North Kent Catchment
Improvement Group, which meets three times a year. Since the last meeting, the
partnership has been busy putting together two draft action plans (one for the estuary
and one for its north Kent tributaries). These plans will be presented to the group for
approval when it next meets in November. They will then go out to public consultation
in early 2015. If you would like to receive a copy of either or both plans, please e-mail
the partnership at: msep@medway.gov.uk

See our catchment leaflet at the centre of this issue of the Mudlark.

GIFT-T! seeks business views on Green Infrastructure

As reported in the last edition of Mudlark, Medway Council is participating in the
Green Infrastructure for Tomorrow – Together! (GIFT-T!) Project. The project will be
working over the next year to produce a green infrastructure business plan that will
identify projects to enhance the landscape and environment of the Hoo Peninsula. 

Medway Council is keen to engage with businesses that are passionate about
addressing issues such as climate change, biodiversity, energy and food security, and
the development of green enterprises. We would like to know what green infrastructure
you have near your business; how you use it and the projects/improvements you would
like to see.

If you own or work for a business based on the Hoo Peninsula and want to give your
views on green infrastructure then please contact Andrew Kent on 01634 825318 or
email andrew.kent@medway.gov.uk
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Farewell Kingsnorth Power Station

Following its closure in 2013, work began
in earnest in October to dismantle the
controversial Kingsnorth Power Station, with
the controlled demolition of several of its
buildings. Built between 1963 and 1973,
the station (with its 180 metre chimney) has
been a dominant feature on the estuary's
skyline, along with its near neighbour on the
Isle of Grain (also undergoing demolition)
ever since. Demolition work is expected to
continue for the next two years.

The Sheppey Timeline - Minster Gatehouse Museum

Funded by Ideas Test (Creative People and Places) local artists Julie Bradshaw and
Anna Piles, were commissioned to create a Timeline for Sheppey. along the 12th
century stairwell of the 1000 year old grade 1 Minster Gatehouse Museum. The
timeline represents events on and around Sheppey from the Neolithic period (approx
4000 - 2300 BCE) to the present day.

For more information on visiting the museum (which also provides wonderful rooftop
views across the area) to see the timeline and its wonderful collection of artefacts, 
visit: www.minstergatehousemuseum/info
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Vole reversal - an update

The water vole recovery project has
been running now for nearly two
years. In this time, a considerable
amount of data concerning water
vole distribution has been collected.
Without the help of volunteers and
the co-operation of landowners this
project wouldn’t have been nearly
as successful as it has been so far.

We have built upon last year’s
brilliant set of data for water vole field signs by re-visiting some sites to assess how, and
if populations have changed or expanded. A number of new landholdings have also
been surveyed to gauge whether ‘ratty’ is present at these sites. A total of 770 signs
have been recorded this year.

Our demonstration habitat restoration site at Ham Marshes, Faversham has been 
re-surveyed for water voles and appears to have been a success. The isolated
population has expanded, signs of new burrows have been observed, and vegetation
is thriving in the areas which have been fenced from livestock. 

Monitoring mink activity across the entire project area has continued over the spring
and summer and little evidence of these non-native creatures has been detected. This is
good news for the water voles of the North Kent marshes. 

To date a total of 44 volunteers have contributed in excess of 1700 hours to surveying and
monitoring work. Their time has been extremely valuable in the delivery of the project.

Contact Kent Wildlife Trust’s Water for Wildlife Project Officer for more information:
chloe.sadler@kentwildlife.org.uk or Louise.Allen@kentwildlife.org.uk

Environment Agency plans to reduce the risk of flooding in the
Medway Estuary and Swale area

Over the coming years, aging defences, climate change and sea level rise will all
contribute to an increasing risk of tidal and coastal flooding.

Between 2007 and 2010, the South East Coastal Group worked with local
communities in the Medway and Swale area to decide the best way to manage risk in
the future. This helped to produce the Medway Estuary and Swale, and the Isle of
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Grain to South Foreland Shoreline Management Plans.

Between 2014 and 2017 the Environment Agency will be working closely with local
councils, Natural England and local communities to develop specific schemes that will
help to protect people and property from the devastating effects of flooding. Any
scheme will also need to allow the diverse habitats of the area to continue to flourish.

A vision for second cycle river basin management plans

It has been confirmed by Defra that the Environment Agency consultations on the draft
flood risk management plans and updated draft river basin management plans began
on Friday 10 October 2014. These plans will be open for six months and three
months respectively. 

A river basin management plan is a statement of the healthiest water environment that
society can sustainably achieve by 2021 and 2027.

It will provide a succinct framework, explaining how decisions affecting the water
environment will be taken in a river basin district over the plan period. This framework
will have been developed through public engagement and justified in terms of cost
effectiveness, proportionality and feasibility.

Each plan will show businesses, water users and organisations across society what they
should do, and make clear to statutory authorities what their duty ‘to have regard to the
content of river basin management plans’, should mean in practice.

Each catchment within the river basin district will have a simple statement of the issues
and options available to manage it. There will be a clear explanation of the long-term
objectives we are setting for each water body and which measures, organisations and
partners we expect to affect achievement of them.

The information in each plan will enable a reader to see how the information relates to
where they live, work and play.

A river basin management plan will not be an extensive, detailed list of actions. Instead
it will provide the basis for agreeing detailed work plans - making clear how they will
be developed, delivered and monitored in a transparent, fair and consistent way.

Visit the EA website for further information and to add your comments:
www.gov.uk/environment-agency
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Decision to reject Estuary hub airport backs
campaign view that plan should never take off

The fight against an airport on the Isle of Grain has ended in
victory for residents across the Hoo Peninsula and environmental
groups after the plan was finally rejected.

The Airports Commission decision not to include the scheme in its shortlist of sites for
future aviation growth leaves Gatwick or Heathrow as the remaining contenders for
new runways over the coming decades.

The commission, chaired by Sir Howard Davies, will make its final recommendation
after the general election next year, with the Government making the ultimate decision.

The three political leaders on Medway Council said the threat of the airport, backed by
London’s Mayor Boris Johnson, had caused misery for residents. All agreed the
Commission’s decision was good news for residents and the environment.

Further success for Sheerness, Minster Leas and Leysdown beaches

In May, it was announced that the
beaches at Leysdown and Minster
Leas had retained their Blue Flag
status and that Sheerness had
gained Blue Flag status, for the first
time in many years. This success
follows the inclusion of all three
beaches in the Marine
Conservation Society’s Good
Beach Guide.

The Last Place God Made: Lives and Landscape in the north Kent
Marshland - Canterbury Christ Church College, Saturday, 25 March 2015

The marshes of north Kent set the scene for Great Expectations and the proposed
location of Boris Island. This day school explores the origins of the extraordinary
remoteness of the Hoo Peninsula, Grain and the Isle of Sheppey from the Roman and
medieval periods.

Places cost £29.50 and can be booked online at:
www.canterbury.ac.uk/community-arts-education or phone: 01227 863451

�
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Follow the MSEP on Twitter 
@MedwaySwaleEP to get the latest news and more.

Are you passionate for plums or are your cherries ripe?

Do you live in Iwade, Gillingham, High Halstow or Lynsted? Want to support your
community orchard?

You can now, through Kent Orchards for Everyone, a new project which will help
you to enjoy your community orchard and discover what is hiding amongst those
sorrowful trees following this winter’s weather. Watch the phoenix rising, with
cherries, plums and pears galore over the next four years. 

This is a fantastic opportunity to involve orchard communities and stimulate those
nostalgic memories of years gone by. It will create a footplate for villagers to
celebrate their heritage, to volunteer and collaborate in surveys and educational
events in their traditional orchards. It will help to establish good management
practices within our community orchards.

For more information please contact Pippa Palmar, email:
pippa.palmar@kentdowns.org.uk or phone: 01303 815170.

Harmful plastics

Did you know that thousands of tiny plastic particles may be
lurking in your bathroom cabinet? Not just your face scrubs,
but your shampoos, shower gels and toothpaste may be
masking this dangerous secret. These microbeads end up in
the sea, gathering toxins on the way, where they’re eaten
by fish which in turn are eaten by many of us. The Marine
Conservation Society, is asking everybody to sign up to their
Scrub it out campaign and encourage manufacturers to stop
using plastic bits and go natural instead.

For more information visit: www.mcsuk.org and think twice
about buying products with the following ingredients:
Polyethylene/Polythene (PE); Polypropylene (PP);
Polyethylene terephthalate (PET); Polymethyl methacrylate
(PMMA) and Nylon.
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There are few architectural sights in the county of Kent more striking and moving than
the magnificent, forlorn shell of Dockyard Church at Sheerness, on the Isle of Sheppey.
Since its partial destruction by fire in 2001, this splendid neoclassical monument has
sat like a great wounded giant, brooding by the gates of the town’s commercial port.
Now, at last, thanks to the efforts of a dedicated group of conservationists, and the
backing of Swale Borough Council, the building appears to have a bright future. 

The church was built in the 1820s to serve the officers and workers of the newly
constructed Royal Naval Dockyard. The architect was George Ledwell Taylor – surveyor
to the Admiralty – who was working to a masterplan by the great engineer John Rennie.
Rennie had prepared the site of the dockyard by driving in millions of timber piles into
the marshy coastal ground. His state of the art dry docks and basins, and mast house
were the envy of the engineering world.

The Naval Dockyard closed in 1960, a devastating blow to the Island resulting in the
loss of 2,500 jobs. The commercial port which took over the site quickly set about pulling
down historic buildings in order to increase its ‘operational’ capacity. The Admiral’s
House – built for the ‘Sailor King’
William IV (the Duke of Clarence) was
an early casualty, going in 1963.
Whilst the magnificent Quadrangular
Store with its stone floors and cast iron
columns was flattened in 1978 for a
lorry park. 

Other parts of the dockyard survived,
including the splendid officers’
residential quarter at the east of the
site, built partly within and partly
outside Rennie’s huge, granite-capped
defensive wall. Dockyard Church,
which forms part of this group,
continued as a place of worship until
the mid-1970s before conversion to a
sports hall. By the time fire swept
through the building in 2001 it was
functioning, ignominiously, as a
storage facility.

Dockyard Church, Sheerness - William Palin

©
 K
at
e 
Pe
te
rs



11

Following the fire, the site was
bought by a developer who had
plans to convert the church into
flats. These plans failed to
materialise and the building
continued to decay, its tilting
weather vane becoming a famous,
if not melancholy, island landmark.
Then, in 2010, things began to
look up when the Spitalfields
Historic Buildings Trust, fresh from
the restoration project at the Tudor
gatehouse Shurland Hall (on the
other side of the Island),
orchestrated the acquisition and
repair of 10 ‘at risk’ listed buildings
inside the dockyard. The Trust,
feeling bullish, then agreed to stand
behind the council and take on the
church on a back-to-back
agreement following its compulsory
purchase – acting as custodian
pending the formation of a new dedicated building preservation trust to carry through
the restoration project. More support then arrived from World Monuments Fund UK who
placed the entire dockyard on its international ‘watch list’, and from English Heritage
too, who funded a feasibility study into the repair and conversion of the church for
community use. Most recently the Heritage Lottery Fund has joined the fray, providing a
‘Start-Up Grant’ to create a new dedicated charity - the Sheerness Dockyard
Preservation Trust (SDPT).

Since the compulsory purchase of the church was confirmed last year, momentum has
been building behind the restoration project. In September, the SDPT held its first
community event, opening the church to the public for ‘hard hat tours’ for the first time
since the fire. The response was overwhelming with over 350 people (including a
number of local schools) patiently queuing to see a building with which many had
historic connections. Amongst visitors were former choir boys, as well as people who
had been christened and married there decades ago. 
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Visitors were also given a chance to look at proposals for the conversion of the building
– including the exciting plans to include a permanent home for the dockyard model – an
extraordinary and beautiful object, created from the 1820s to show each element of the
dockyard complex in detail (subterranean engineering included). The model currently
resides in an English Heritage store and when fully assembled covers nearly 1600sq ft -
making it by far the largest architectural model of the period and a thing of wonder. 

The next step is to develop a detailed and fully costed proposal as part of an
application to the Heritage Lottery Fund. Design work is already under way, and this
process is running in tandem with the expansion of the community engagement
programme, launched so successfully last month under the wing of Allison Young. There
is much work to be done, including a major fundraising campaign (the whole project
will cost in the region of £3m – £4m) but few now doubt that it is only a matter of time
before Dockyard Church rises from the ashes and restores pride and dignity to the
historic town of Sheerness and the people of Sheppey.

For more information visit www.sheernessdockyardpt.org.uk Twitter @dockyardchurch
and as Dockyard Church on Facebook



Delivering the catchment based
approach across north Kent



What is the Catchment Based Approach (CBA)?
In March 2011, the government announced that it would fundamentally review its
river basin planning strategy in the context of the European Water Framework
Directive (WFD). As part of this review, Defra launched its pilot phase of the
Catchment Based Approach (CBA), aimed at providing a clear understanding of the
issues in a catchment and to involve local communities in the decision-making process.

For north Kent, the process is being undertaken by the North Kent Catchment
Improvement Group, hosted by the Medway Swale Estuary Partnership.

Over the last two years, the group has collected data from across the area, in order to
develop two draft action plans (one for the Medway Swale Estuary and one for its
freshwater tributaries).

Getting involved 
Comment of the draft action plans
Once approved by the Catchment Improvement Group, the plans will go out to public
consultation in early 2015. If you would like to receive a copy of either or both of the
plans, email the MSEP at: msep@medway.gov.uk

Volunteer
Many of the actions identified so far, require volunteer assistance. If you would like to
help us improve the estuary or any of the watercourses highlighted below (and on the
adjacent map), then we would love to here from you at the above e-mail address.  

Medway and Swale Estuary
Ecological Status* - Moderate
The estuary is of international importance to wildlife, supporting huge populations
wintering waders and wildfowl, but faces a complex array of issues, that will take time
and resources to address successfully. However, with key issues such as invasive species
and pollution, volunteers can play an important role in improving the estuary's health.

1- Swale Tributary at Lower Halstow (also once known as The Libbet)
Ecological Status - Moderate
We've yet to start work on developing projects here, but hope to during 2015. 
So please get in touch if you would like to assist us.

2 - The Iwade Stream - Iwade
Ecological Status - Moderate
With the support of the parish council and Swale Borough Council, we are putting
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together a master plan for the village’s community area, which includes the Iwade
stream and an adjacent traditional orchard. 

3 - The Westbrook Stream - Faversham
Ecological Status - Moderate
Using the draft plans, we have identified a number key actions for the stream and
working alongside the Friends of the Westbrook Stream, are developing a number of
projects to take forward.  You can find out more about the friends (who also hold
regular clean-ups), at their Facebook page: /friendsofthewestbrook

4 - The White Drain - Boughton-under-Blean
Ecological Status - Poor
Whilst we are primarily working alongside landowners adjacent to the stream,  there
are still areas where we would like to involve the local community, so please get in
touch if you would like to assist us.

*According to Water Framework Directive measures. Ecological status describes the degree to
which human uses of the water environment have altered the structure and functioning of aquatic
plant and animal communities. Water bodies are assigned  one of five ecological status classes:
‘high’, ‘good’, ‘moderate’, ‘poor’ and ‘bad’. ‘High’ ecological status represents an ecology
relatively undisturbed by man. ‘Good’ ecological status means that human activities have had
only slight impacts on the ecological characteristics of aquatic plants and animal communities. 



10 ways you can look after your water environment

• Don’t pour fat, oil or grease down the sink. 

• Install a water butt rather than using tap water in the garden.

• Never pour paint, chemicals or oil down the sink or drains.  

• Use pressure washers sparingly and look out for water efficient models, or those
that can be attached to a water butt.

• Install tap aerators (similar to shower heads) to reduce flow.

• Install a Cistern Displacement Device (available FREE from some water companies),
which can save up to 5000 litres per year.

• Avoid flushing items such as baby wipes down the toilet.

• Garden sprinklers can use as much as 1000 litres per hour, so if you have to use
one, do so either early in the morning or late afternoon when evaporation rates
are lower. 

• Place a jug of tap water in the fridge, to avoid leaving the tap on, in order for the
water to run cold.

• Join a local group to help clear up your local watercourse. 

Find out more:

Water Framework Directive

www.gov.uk/government/policies/improving-water-quality

Catchment Based Approach

www.catchmentbasedapproach.org



13The hidden history of Sittingbourne’s woodlands

Sittingbourne can boast a brand new project that will focus on offering opportunities
for learning about woodland heritage, particularly to communities around Rose Hill
Wood and The Meads Community Woodland, both found at the western edge of
Sittingbourne. These two woodlands are now important green spaces for wildlife and
people, but have an incredible history that stretches back almost 5000 years. The
Meads Community Woodland was even the site of an ancient post henge monument –
a wooden version of Stonehenge.

The project which will be run by the Mid Kent Downs Countryside Partnership (MKDCP)
will give people the chance to find out more about the wildlife and historic uses of
wood and woodland with further events taking place at important woodland sites in the
Kent Downs Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty. There will also be the chance to get
stuck in at archaeological digs and to take an active part in the management of
woodland for wildlife.

We are keen for people find out more about the places they live in and visit, and to get
involved. If you are interested in finding out more or coming along to some of the events
please get in touch with Mike Phillips on 01303 815170 or
mike.phillips@kentdowns.org.uk

Grove Park Primary School will also be involved with the project and have the chance
to learn about the hidden history on their doorstep. A touch screen history of the area
and its wildlife will also be installed in the new Meads Community Centre.

The project is supported by the Heritage Lottery Fund and Swale Borough Council.
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November
Eerie Evenings - The Historic Dockyard
Chatham. Fri, 28, 8 to 9.30pm
This ghost walk will take you around the
darkened Dockyard. £12 per person. 
Places are limited, pre-booking is essential
phone 01634 823852 or email
ghostwalks@chdt.org.uk Minimum age is
16 years if accompanied by a full paying
adult over the age of 21. There is a £1.50
booking fee per transaction.

December
Rustic Christmas Decorations - Riverside
Country Park. Sat 6, 10am to 12pm 
Decorate your house with rustic Christmas
decorations made from natural materials.
Create decorations with a Christmas theme.
Suitable for accompanied children aged
four to 12-years-old. £3 per child. 
01634 337432

Eerie Evenings - The Historic Dockyard
Chatham. Fri, 12, 8 to 9.30pm
This ghost walk will take you around the
darkened Dockyard. £12 per person. 
Places are limited, pre-booking is essential
phone 01634 823852 or email
ghostwalks@chdt.org.uk Minimum age is
16 years if accompanied by a full paying
adult over the age of 21. There is a £1.50
booking fee per transaction.

Bird watching walk - Oare Marshes KWT
reserve. Sat 13, 10am to 4pm
Join the Gravesend Local RSPB Group for a
walk around. Meet in the car park (ME13
0QD). The event is free and all are
welcome whether RSPB members or not.
Bring a packed lunch and binoculars if you
have them. For further details visit
www.rspbgravesend.org.uk

Volunteer Task Day at Riverside Country
Park. Sun, 14, 10am to 2pm
Get involved at Riverside Country Park by
helping with some practical tasks. It’s a
great opportunity to learn more about the
country park. Refreshments are provided.
01634 337432.

Bird watching walk - Elmley NNR. Sun, 28
10am to 4pm
Join the Gravesend Local RSPB Group for a
walk. Meet in the reserve car park (ME12
3RW). The event is free and all are
welcome whether RSPB members or not.
Bring a packed lunch and binoculars if you
have them. For further details visit
www.rspbgravesend.org.uk

January
Volunteer Task Day at Riverside Country
Park. Sun, 25, 10am to 2pm
Get involved at Riverside Country Park by
helping with some practical tasks. It’s a
great opportunity to learn more about the
country park. Refreshments are provided.
01634 337432.

Follow the MSEP 
on Twitter 
@MedwaySwaleEP for the latest

news, future events and more. If you

wish to promote your estuary related

event, please email:

msep@medway.gov.uk



15Full Frontal Gardens - a growing community

What began as a small group of
neighbours in a small Victorian terrace in
Rochester, getting together to improve the
look of their tiny frontages, has now grown
into a thriving community group calling
themselves Full Frontal. 

At the outset in 2010, the Full Frontal group
decided to adopt a constitution that agreed to “enhance the fronts of the houses in the
street, with all year round planting, creating a ‘green corridor’ whilst engendering a
spirit of community and cooperation amongst the neighbours”. The decision to become
constituted enabled the group to receive Ward Improvement Funding from the local
councillors, as well as funding help from the Cooperative Community Fund – it was a
great start.

The street that had for many years been featureless and full of discarded items and
rubbish, quickly changed beyond recognition in the first year of the project and it wasn’t
long before adjacent streets joined in – now there are numerous Full Frontal streets in
Rochester including the High Street, and a school and community project in Luton. 

The green corridors have attracted bees and butterflies as well as giving the street a
cool and cared for appearance, and the admiration of passersbys. No longer are
neighbours strangers, but a close-knit community, often now enjoying time together and
keeping a watchful eye out for each other and the environment.

New Full Frontal groups are always welcomed and helped to start up. If you are
interested in starting a group in your street, you can make contact through the website
www.fullfrontal.org.uk or email fern@fullfrontal.org.uk



16 Estuary Life - Will’s story

The place was long forgotten, whatever claims it had once had to commerce and
industry were surrendering beneath a sheath of vegetation. Here and there the skeleton
of a walkway appeared beneath the stone crop or a crumbling kiln emerged from ferns
but the site was slowly being consumed by undergrowth. I was glad I was with Will. 
It was raining and the dark tangle of blackthorn hung with raindrops, catching the light
of a wet summer’s day as they fell, disappearing into puddles on the concrete. In the
distance we could hear the mosquito whine of mopeds and pockets of human detritus
showed that we were not entirely alone.

This place was not Will’s natural territory. He was from a wealthy village outside of
Canterbury. He had not been bought up in a world of landfill sites and scrublands as I
had, half places, not the countryside, not quite human owned. Will had bought me
here to show me the island. The River Medway, carving in a loop around the edge of
the site, had left behind an isolated hummock of land.

“Untouched for hundreds of years,” Will said excitedly. 

Will was a writer of spooky horror stories. He imagined lost civilizations on the island.
It was an enticing thought but what had really sparked my interest was the bit of
information that Will had casually slipped in as an afterthought.

“Someone is living on a houseboat in the creek. I reckon they’ve been there for years
and no one knows.”

We found the houseboat but the teenagers had got there first.

The person who had lived in this semi-wilderness had suddenly abandoned her home. 
It was a sorry sight. The contents of the boat had been strewn around the surrounding
land, the windows of the wheelhouse broken, the rain soaking the jumble of bed linen,
clothes and utensils on the floor. It was not a picturesque retreat but a scene of squalor. 

Will hung back. Around us the tangled mass of vegetation dripped and rain hissed on
the grey river, but still I was drawn to it. Still after all these years when I had thought I
had settled down and no longer needed this life. When I had thought I accepted the
bricks and mortar and mortgage and had rid myself of the thing which had made me
feel trapped by them. Still I wanted to reach out and touch this place and make contact
with the person that had lived here and ask why? Why did you choose this life? Why
shun the 21st century and choose to live in a houseboat hidden away on a back creek
of the Medway?

“Hello,” I called out.

Will stepped back.
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Slowly, I approached the
boat, picking my way
through the scattered
belongings, expecting a
doberman to come
charging towards us
having slipped its chain
or, worse, some scraggle-
haired woman who had
lost the art of greeting
visitors. There was a gang
plank leading onto the
boat, I walked towards it.

“I wouldn’t,” Will said.

I stepped on board and
looked down into the hull.
Oozonous black mud
filled the boat, a trip into that world would be a hellish end. 

I walked the length of the deck while Will hovered on shore. The dock wall, which had
once been busy with barges delivering raw materials to the workers, bent away,
capped by an impenetrable tangle of blackthorn. Opposite the boat, the island,that
Will had wanted to show me hid the boat from view. The light of the open river glowed
in the distance. Out there, pleasure boats passed, riverside flats were developed, roads
were ever widened and no one knew of the boat tucked away. For a moment I
entertained a fantasy of taking over the boat while its owner was gone. Tidying the
place up, installing the guard dog to keep the kids away, coming here to write and
regain what I had lost when I had finally been evicted from my home in the caravan on
the marshes.

Carol Donaldson is a travel and nature writer living in Medway. In 2011 she was BBC
Wildlife’s magazine’s Travel Writer of the Year. The above is an extract from her
forthcoming book, Estuary Life, which follows a walk across the North Kent Marshes,
entwining her own experience of living in a caravan on the marshes with those of the
hermits, houseboat owners, plotlanders and wildlife wardens who have also chosen to
live an unconventional life on the Estuary. 

Follow her blog at www.naturegirlblogdotcom.wordpress.com
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Did a sea cucumber from the tropics save your life? Perhaps it was a horseshoe crab,
or a particular crustacean found along the coastline of the UK. The sea cucumber and
shellfish in question have unique properties from which have been derived fluorescent
dyes that can be used to stain microscopic components of living cells and therefore act
as a marker with significant applications in medical research. The blood collected from
horseshoe crabs has led, among many similar applications, to a means of detecting
spinal meningitis. The next time you are at Medway Hospital you might spare a thought
for the obscure species in nature, some of them very close to home, that are playing a
life-saving role in your community. Two hundred years ago a Medway doctor would
have recognised the symptoms of malaria in his patients around the estuaries and were
it not for the bark of a particular tree from South America (from which quinine is
extracted) the world’s number-one killer would have claimed even more lives since then. 

While we harvest life-changing attributes from nature, nature its self is in dire trouble. 
A Kentish man by the name of Charles Darwin wrote in his diary of 1834. In the cases
where we can trace the extinction of a species through man… we know that it
becomes rarer and rarer, and is then lost.

To admit that species generally become rare before they become extinct – to feel no
surprise at the comparative rarity of one species with another, and yet to call in some
extraordinary agent and to marvel greatly when a species ceases to exist, appears to
me much the same as to admit that sickness in the individual is the prelude to death – to
feel no surprise at sickness – but when the sick man dies to wonder, and to believe that
he died through violence.”

Earlier this year the WWF estimated that global wildlife populations have halved in 40
years. If we are to heed Darwin’s observations, without some sort of action, the species
that are becoming increasingly rare are going to become extinct, and we should not be
surprised when it happens. In Kent that will be the turtledove next, but sadly, people
who should know better ask me why a turtledove or a nightingale matters. It matters
because the human trend clearly is to continue hammering nature as if it will not matter
to us, and hence my keenness to introduce some of the more obscure that are saving
our lives; perhaps the ultimate motivator: self preservation, will resonate where all the
other sound ecological arguments clearly do not. 

To stop the Thames Estuary Airport local planners were positively keen to promote the
rarity of the 300,000 birds that spend part of the year on and around the Medway,
Swale and Thames estuaries - the birds were a heavy instrument to beat the airport
architects into submission. I took heart in the display of understanding that the richest,
most diverse places for wildlife should be free from the threat of development, but my

Natural health service - Rolf Williams RSPB



faith was premature. No sooner has the current airport threat gone and planners in
Medway are happy to make the incredulous decision that building houses on protected
land is how it has to be. Apparently Medway can afford to lose a little bit more, as if
no one else is thinking and doing the same thing… and so it is that of 3,148 species
surveyed in the UK, 60 per cent have declined in population in only 50 years. The
perpetrators of each ‘little bit more’ think that their little bit won’t make a difference.
Decision-makers think they hold the moral high ground, planting homes for people on
top of protected homes for nature - making entirely inappropriate value judgements.
Neither is the more important, we need both, and designating areas of high
environmental value for protection is the mechanism by which human development is
sustainable - putting things in the right place not the wrong place. It is the same for
factories, power plants, sports grounds and all those other equally important
requirements for a developed population.

There is evidently the notion that we can afford to lose wildlife but not the other things,
and with it the misconception that we know what it is we are losing, we do not. The only
reason the arable crops in Medway are putting cereal in your breakfast bowl is because,
on average, every five years, those crops need to be cross-bred with new strains of wild
species to keep them ahead of pests. The Food and Agriculture Organisation (of the UN)
is seriously concerned by current trends that suggest a half of all plant species will
become extinct. Where will those wild species come from in the future? What marine
invertebrate holds the future of antibiotics in its biochemistry? Is it sitting in the Medway
Estuary right now waiting for its secrets to be discovered, or will we exterminate it first
because something else is deemed more important? It is time to speak up for the natural
environment of North Kent, if not for the environment, do it for yourself.
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Nature is closer than you think: without wild bees and wild plants, these commercial
crops on the Hoo Peninsula would not put food on your table. 



20 Upnor to Hoo St Werburg walk

Distance: 4 miles (6.4km). Time: Allow 2 hours. Terrain: Some surfaced paths and
roads. A long stretch of beach. One fairly steep path.
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1 - Upnor High Street
Upnor’s High Street is a charming cobbled street lined with terraced weather-boarded
houses, leading down towards the river. A more recent addition is Manna House,
completely hand-built from Kentish oak in a traditional Tudor style.

2 - Upnor Castle
This impressive castle was built in the 16th century and designed to defend Chatham
Dockyard from attack. It failed spectacularly though, when in 1667 the Dutch navy
sailed up the river and destroyed much of the anchored British fleet. A frequent visitor to
Upnor was the artist JMW Turner, who painted the castle in 1831. 

3 - The London Stones
These two obelisks mark the southern extent of the City of London’s fisherman’s rights to
fish on the northern side of the river. The smaller stone is thought to have originally come
from Yantlet creek.

4 - St Mary’s Island
Throughout much of the 19th century, huge prison hulks were moored along the river,
including just off St Mary’s Island. Many of the prisoners who died whilst on board
were later buried there. 

5 - Cockham Wood Fort
Built in the late 17th century as a direct result of the Dutch raid in 1667, the fort
originally held 48 guns. Within 100 years, the arsenal had been removed and the fort
had begun to fall into ruins. The red brick remains and the fort can be seen from the
beach at the high water mark. 

6 - Hoo Fort
Hoo Fort and its neighbour Darnet were built in the 1870s as part of the defences
against an expected French invasion. They were originally intended to mount 25 guns
on two tiers, but it soon became clear that the forts would sink into the marsh under the
weight. Both forts are privately-owned and cannot be visited. 

7 - St Werburgh Church
The church dates mainly from the 14th century, but stands on the site of a much older
Saxon building. St Werburgh was a devoutly religious princess believed to have been
responsible for an unrecorded miracle in the village in the seventh century. There are
five yew trees in the churchyard, of which one is believed to be over a 1,000 years
old. The artist William Hogarth visited the church in 1793 during his walking tour of the
peninsula and the Isle of Sheppey. 
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The Natural History of Selborne - Gilbert White

Little Toller Books, £12

Over the past few years, Little Toller Books has reissued some
of the country's best books on nature and rural life across the
British Isles, from the well known such as Gavin Maxwell's
Ring of Bright Water to the lesser known (but not necessarily
less important), such as Jocelyn Brooke's The Military Orchid.
This library of nature classics, continues to grow and its latest
addition, is possibly the most well known of all the works
written on the British countryside, The Natural History of
Selborne by Gilbert White. 

First published in 1789, White's book has never since been out of print. What makes
this edition special though, is that it features the beautiful wood engravings of Eric
Ravilious, an artist whose life was cut short during World War II, off the coast of
Iceland. Originally published in 1938 by a limited edition (copies now sell for around
£1000), this has to be my favourite of all the editions of White's work to have been
illustrated and it's wonderful to have it available again, at an affordable price. 

The Ash Tree - Oliver Rackham

Little Toller Books, £15

Little Toller's new monograph series, celebrates 'the best of
contemporary nature writing'. Of the three works published so
far, the most important for me is The Ash Tree by Oliver
Rackham. Anyone familiar with his History of the Countryside
or Trees and Woodland in the British Landscape, will know
that Rackham writes from a position of immense knowledge
with a deceptive simplicity, that ensures his books appeal to
both general and academic readers alike and this remains true here.

Despite both its cultural and ecological importance, Rackham's is the first book to have
been written specifically about the Ash and clearly not before time. Its future looks
decidedly bleak (a predicted loss of over 75 per cent of trees in Kent by 2018)
following the arrival of the ash dieback fungus in 2012 from Europe, proving as he
rightly states, that we simply go on treating plants as if they are 'mere articles of trade,
like cars or tins of paint' without suffering the consequences. 

A succinct, wide ranging and necessary read. 
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Please send me the following number of packs priced at £5 per pack (inc p and p): 

PF pack A ........... RC pack B ...............

I enclose a cheque for £.............. made payable to Medway Council (please add
MSEP account to the rear of the cheque) and send to: Medway Swale Estuary
Partnership, 3 Lock Cottages, Lock Lane, Maidstone, Kent ME14 3AU.

Mr/Mrs/Ms  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Address:  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Postcode:  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

If you would like to receive details of forthcoming MSEP events/publications
electronically, email us at: msep@medway.gov.uk

Limited edition cards

We’ve teamed up with artist Paul Fowler and photographer Robert Canis to produce
these limited edition cards. Each pack contains 10 cards, five of each design with
envelopes. Each card measures 148mm x 105mm.

PF pack A RC pack B




