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SAWBRIDGEWORTH MARSH NATURE RESERVE
by John Fielding

Sawbridgeworth Marsh was purchased in 1979 by the Herts, and Middx. Trust
for Mature Conservation from the Royal Wanstead School Foundation which
at that time owned the Hyde Hall estate. Hyde Hall being used as a gitls’ school,
the farm lands and marsh being let. The marsh straddled the county boundary,
and although the greater part was in Hertfordshire, it was situated on the Essex
side of the Rover Stort and it was thought to be a good idea if it was jointly
owned with the Essex Trust. The Essex Naturalists® Trust therefore acquired a
half share and the first working party met on the Reserve in September 1970.

The Reserve consists of three distinct areas (all of which were shown as pasture-
land on the 1838 tithe map) ~ ten acres of waterlogged marsh, six acres of peaty
meadow sloping up from the marsh to the road on the eastern boundary, and a
low-lying willow plantation of six acres to the south of these two arcas. Much
of the marsh is under an inch or two of water for most of the year,

In the winter months it is fed by springs and flushes emanating from the
upper slopes. The western boundary is formed by the channel of the old river
Stort now a backwater of the Stort Navigation. The 1838 tithe map shows five
distinct enclosures; Litile Valet Homes and Great Valet Homes where the willow
plantation now stands, Round Moors and Rush Mead comprised the
area adjacent to the road, and North Mead was area now occupied by the
marsh. The present surface topography of the Reserve shows that extensive
drainage operations have been carried out in the
channels are now mostly silted up,
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Sawbridgeworth Marsh Reserve

The willow plantation is the most low-lying part of the Reserve and is regularly
flooded in the winler each time the river overflows, but most of the year it is
relatively dry as it is separated from the marsh by a main drainage ditch into the
Stort and is not fod by springs. It appears to have been first planted with willows
in the 1920's mostly with Salix alba standards for cricket-bats and Crack Willows
(Salix fragilis) which were apparently mostly required for coppice. The Cricket-
Bat Willows have now all been felled and sold but the Crack Willows appear to
have been coppiced once only since planting. Those which have not been re-
coppiced or pollarded under Trust management have grown very long, stout
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poles which due to their weight are causing the stocks to split and open up in the
centre. The plant life in the willow plantation is unspectacular being mainly
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has. common warblers
summer months and various tils including Willow Tit, and also Long-Tailed
Tit which has twice nested near the road. Tree-Creepers are usually present and
& Wryneck was seen and heard on 28 July 1971. Insects are plentiful,

The marsh and meadow were known to the author for many years prior to
purchase as a large waterlogged peaty field which provided rough grazing for
cattle during the summer. It was treacherous and liable to flooding in winter
and there were stories of cattle being trapped in its deeper parts. Otters were
believed to haunt the area and Lapwing and Snipe were always present during
the breeding season. Its flora was thought to be monotonous because of the large
considered less interesting than other similar
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he had begun work on his flora of Hertfordshire. At that time the
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the smaller plants which gradually disappeared. Great Hairy Willow-herb
colonised large arcas of marsh and meadow and Reedmace had arrived and begun
to spread. The ungrazed meadow became a jungle 5 to 6 feet high in netiles,
thistles, Meadow-Sweet and willow-herb with patches of rushes and coarse
sedges in the damper parts, and underneath all a dense mat of dead vegetation.
There was little evidence left of the grasses and the great variety of smaller herbs
which were recorded by Dr. Dony in 1962. A wide strip along the river bank
had become a dense stand of nettles because the River Authority in its wisdom
had recently dredged the river and spread the nutrient-rich sludge over a wide
area adjacent to the bank.

This was the situation when the Reserve was purchased for the modest sum
of £1,000. Because of the virtual disappearance of mixed farming and the decline
of stock farming in what was fast becoming an almost completely arable landscape
the Reserve offered no attraction for cattle grazing, most of it was too wet for
horses, and at the same time many similar areas in the Stort valley were becoming
derelict. Even if grazing was possible, the cost of re-fencing the area woula have
been beyond the Trusts’ resources. Other forms of management therefore had
to be considered and the only alternatives available were sither cutting or burning,
or both, to halt the process of succession, to remove the enormous annual crop
of dead vegetation and enable the smaller plants to compete and survive, Because
of the wetness of the area most of the cutting had to be done by hand and it was
clearly impossible to deal with the whole of the 16 acres of meadow and
marsh in this way. Selected areas therefore have been managed by cutting,
and burning has been carried out in late winter on some of the remainder on a
rotational basis when conditions have been favourable, Even so, much has had
to be left; and the amount of material that has to be collected, stacked and
burned after cutting is tremendous. It is a continual battle to keep the growth
of rank vegetation in check, to maintain the pathways and ponds which have
been made, to pollard and re-pollard the willows which have invaded the boun-
dary areas, to clean the ditches and waterways, to fight the spread of willow-herb,
Reedmace, thistles, nettles and Meadow-Sweet as well as carrying out much
needed maintenance of bird hides and nestboxes, etc. and it has never been
possible to complete the full programme of work.

However, despite the considerable difficulties, vast improvements have been
made, ponds and ditches have been dug, pathways made and many trees and
shrubs have been planted to provide much needed shelter along the boundaries.
Cowslips and Marsh Marigolds are spreading, Lady’s Smock and Ragged Robin
are still well in evidence as well as Marsh Orchids, Hemp Agrimony and skulleap,
and also some of the rarer plants such as Water Whorl Grass, Marsh Valerian,
Marsh Arrow-Grass and Bristle Scirpus can still be found. Each season provides
its changing colours, and no less than 220 species of higher planis have been
recorded since the reserve was purchased. There are lichens and many mosses,
most of the small mammals are resident including Harvest Mice. Foxes are often
seen and on one summer evening a vixen and three cubs were observed for some
time quite close to a host of young Rabbits which were quietly grazing and
apparently undisturbed. Grass Snakes are always present, and lizards, Frogs
and Toads are seen occasionally; Kestrels haunt the area, and even Burzards
and Sparrow-Hawks have been observed as well as one vagrant Sarus Crane
presumably from the Aubrey Buxton Nature Reserve. Water Rail and Snipe
are resident throughout the year and regular summer visitors inclode Cuckoos

A work party from the Turner School, Cheshunt, clears cut debris from the
marsh. Photograph by John Fielding
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and Reed, Sedge, Willow and Grasshopper Warblers. The three woodpeckers
regularly visit the Reserve and in winter it has provided a roost for Corn Buntings
and a temporary resting place for Meadow Pipit, Stonechat, Whinchat, and
Bearded Tits. The mown areas under shallow water and the ditches have provided
feeding places for small flocks of Snipe and Jack Snipe in winter as well as
Mallard and the occasional Woodcock and other waders. These have also
provided fine breeding arcas for the spring and autumn blooms of microscopic
plants and animals. The Reserve is very rich in insect life which includes at least
4 kinds of dragonfly, many kinds of beetles, most of the common butterflies and
many moths including some of the more specialised species such as the Emperor
moth, the Small, Fen, Brown-Veined and the Bullrush Wainscots, the Blackneck,
Valerian and Slender Pugs. A survey of the macro-lepidoptera is still continuing.
A “micro”, Nasefa elflialis, recorded by R. W, J. Uffen and D. J. L. Agassiz
was & new record for Hertfordshire.

Recent soil tests have shown that the Jower part of the Reserve is situated on
a varying depth of blue-grey alluvial clay possibly overlying gravel and with a
surface covering of decomposing peat and litter. On the slope of the meadow
area the peaty layer is up to 5 feet deep whilst in the marsh the depth of peat and
litter is no more than about 8 inches, A sample taken from a layer of peat found
beneath the alluvial clay when excavating the Alec Martin pond was found to
contain Juniper pollen as well as pollen grains of the Senecio palustris type.
Senecio palusiris is a fen plant which is now extinct in the British Isles, and the
nearest native Juniper plants today are on Fleam Dyke in Cambridgeshire.

Because of its rich flora and special soil conditions the Reserve area has been
scheduled by the Nature Conservancy Council as a Site of Special Scientific
Interest. The aims of management are as a first priority to preserve and if possible
enhance its rich flora and as a second priority to create and maintain as wide a
diversity of habitat as possible to provide suitable conditions for a varied and
rich fauna. A further aim is to provide some income for the Trust by making
commercial use of the Reserve's natural resources where this does not conflict
with the nature consérvation interest, for example, by providing grazing arcas
for horses under strict control, and by planting and selling Cricket-Bat Willows.

Trust members can visit the Reserve at any time, but gumboots are essential
and parking is difficult in the road adjacent to the Reserve because it is very
narrow and very busy. Dogs should not be taken on the Reserve and visitors
are asked to keep the pathways to to avoid trampling the vegetation and dis-
turbing ground-nesting birds.

Muanagement is a year round task and not confined to the winter months,
and additional helpers for conservation work are always needed. If you would
like to help please phone the warden on Bishop's Stortford (0279) 722535,

Reference Dony, 1. G. 1967 Flora of Hertfordslire. Hitchin, The Museum.
Habitat Study 76 (p. 43) gives a list of plants found in Sawbridgeworth Marsh
in 1962,

Acknowledgements: R. H. Allen for soil sampling and J. G. Godffree for pollen
analysis,

In high summer, shade limits the vegetation growth of brambles, Hogweed and
grasses 0 that edge-of-the-wood plants such as Betony and Nettle-leaved
Bellflower among others continue to thrive. Look again in the spring when the
sun catches the bank through leafless branches, for signs of a totally different
spring woodland flora.

(Seearticle “Roadside Verges' on following page.)
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coast.
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