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  Welcome 

Musings from the Marshes looks at what has been happening across Leyton and Walthamstow Marshes. 
It’s jammed packed with lots of interesting information about the wildlife, events, projects and people who 
can be found out on the marshes. Check out our events and volunteering pages online and see how you 
can get involved. 

2. Ranger round-up  

12 A look back 

5. Where on the marshes?  

6 Spot-

Visit us at visitleevalley.org.uk/walthamstowmarshes 

10. Ox-Bow Island  

Project 

6. Spotlight: Birds of prey on 

the marshes 

7. Winter tree works 

11. Helping on the marshes 

8. Ponds and ditches 9. Scrub and bramble 

12. The last page 

https://www.visitleevalley.org.uk/en/whatson/?_ga=2.161839669.869322680.1541082266-772749144.1438068702
https://www.visitleevalley.org.uk/en/content/cms/corporate/volunteers/
https://www.visitleevalley.org.uk/en/content/cms/nature/nature-reserve/walthamstow-marshes/


 Ranger round-up  
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Another winter season has now come to an end on the marshes 
and no sign of another Beast from the East bringing snow. Instead, 
we had a few brief spells of frosty weather between what has been 
a relatively mild past few months.  

The willows are now in full flower and the birds are getting louder. 
Sure signs that spring is well underway. April is typically the wettest 
month on the ground. Many of the special plant communities  on the 
marsh are reliant on these seasonal conditions for their survival. 
The most noticeable flooding is in the scrape on the south marsh 
and across areas of the north marsh. 

A series of public wildlife walks are planned for this year as part of  
our Walthamstow Bioblitz 2019 on 26 - 27 April. The walks will invite 
participants to spot as many wildlife as possible and submit it as a 
record. Help will be at hand  and all of the wildlife records will then 
feed into London‘s City Nature Challenge 2019, a city wide  Bioblitz 
which can be viewed online through their website.   

All of the site’s winter habitat works have been completed this year 
and I’ve described more further on in the newsletter. A great deal of 
help came from our partners CWOATA with their construction    
trainees who help out weekly. Having them based close by has 
made it much easier to get the more laborious jobs done quickly and 
efficiently. This has freed up more time to run more interesting tasks 
with all of our volunteering groups. It also freed up much needed 
time for me to get through the mountains of emails and other admin 
work that comes my way.  

Rangers were joined by a new Countryside Assistant this winter, Matthew Purkis. He’s been getting to grips with 
all of the different sites that make up the southern section of Lee Valley Regional Park as well assisting with 
Ranger run volunteer tasks.  

It’s unfortunate that we do have to respond to incidents of   vandalism, fly-tipping and littering. After last      
Christmas, I came across multiple large holes dug up across the North Marsh by someone who had been      

prospecting with their new metal detector. Metal detecting is 
most definitely not a welcome activity on the marsh. It can 
damage the soil structure and the protected plant              
communities. Last week I spent some time with volunteers 
clearing the usual build up of litter that appears at this time of 
the year when winds are up and the vegetation is scarce. 
We’ve also spent quite a bit of time removing abandoned and 
burned out motorbikes. Many of the hired bicycles people use 
often end up in the parks. With vehicle access to park areas 
being restricted, businesses tend not to collect the bikes very 
often. We could well do without these distractions but if you 
do notice anything suspicious or out of place do let us know 
as soon as possible.  

If you’d like to know more about the park why not join us on 
our guided walks or pop along to one of our Ranger Drop-in 
sessions which are all listed on our website events page. 

The Scrape 

Cherry plum 
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  Ranger round-up 

Some of our first bumblebees are now out and about, but which ones are they? Well, I 
was joined by our new volunteer Holly Pringle on a walk around the marshes recently. 
I first met Holly at last year’s Walthamstow Bioblitz and asked her if she would be     
interested in helping us get to grips with our bees. Holly has come with some valuable 
experience and skills learnt at the Bumblebee Conservation Trust  and during her     
studies and will be helping us to monitor our bumblebee activity over the coming    
season. Our first walk took in areas of Leyton Marsh and Walthamstow Marshes and 
we drew up a new transect for her to survey as we went. The day’s temperatures 
reached a 18.6ºC and with plenty of sun we caught several glimpses of  bumblebees 
and a few butterflies  as well. The only species of bumblebee recorded on the day was 
the Buff-Tailed Bumblebee (Bombus terrestris), all queens and some appeared to 
have nests . 

Visit us at visitleevalley.org.uk/walthamstowmarshes 

Our on-going partnership with the Recovery Through Nature Programme via Phoenix     
Futures Trust has continued. As well as a group of vulnerable women visiting from      
Camden to help us with various work tasks around the marshes a new project is taking 
it’s first tentative steps with our help. The programme is working with several groups to       
experiment with growing plants and trees in a way which both helps the  service users 
and the park. At the moment we’re experimenting with some seed collection and cuttings 
from various trees, including our rare native Black Poplar to see if they can be grown on 
for later planting back into the park. Some of the residential treatment centres around 
London and elsewhere have unused space or gardens, which can be used for             
horticultural projects such as this. I recently met with Jon Hall, Commissioning and       
Development Manager and Laurel Struthers, Housing Manager for South London from 
Phoenix Futures Trust, who both helped me to take some dormant native Black Poplar 
cuttings which they’ll attempt to grow over the coming season.   

At the northern end of Walthamstow Marshes three mink monitoring rafts have been 
strategically placed to warn of possible signs of mink. The mink are a non-native        
predatory species which pose a great risk to our resident Water Voles, a native species 
which is declining across the UK. Two volunteers, Moll and Danny paid a recent visit to 
check the rafts for signs. The rafts work using a clay pad which leaves the                  
impression of animal tracks should they cross it. After checking, the pads have to be 
cleaned and reset. Danny, who is one of our Honorary Site Wardens, comes out to help 
me with other tasks on a frequent basis. This time around Moll and Danny came across 
one of the clay pads which had imprints of a different kind. It looks like we had Weasel 
using them. It’s not unusual to find different wildlife exploring the rafts and leaving their 
prints or using it to mark territory. We recently had film footage of a Fox which jumped 
from the bankside of the ditch and onto the raft.    
 

Guided bird walk 

Did you know Walthamstow  Marshes is one of the most frequently visited sites for 
birding in London. It has an active group of birders who regularly record what they 
see. Up to 127 species of bird have been recorded on the Marshes since 1994. 
Since the retirement of our previous bird monitoring volunteer John Sellar, we’ve 
been approached by Susan Barry, a bird enthusiast who is running bird walks for 
members of the U3A group in London once a month. The walks will start at         
Middlesex Filter Beds in Hackney and will take in Walthamstow Marshes and      
Walthamstow Reservoirs. All sightings will be fed back to us for submission to GiGL. 
On an even more recent note, there has been a sighting of a Nuthatch at            
Walthamstow Marshes for the second year running. It seems to be moving between 
the southern area of Springfield Park and over to Horse Shoe Thicket. 

Buff Tailed Bumblebee 

Poplar Cuttings 

Moll checking the rafts 
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Walthamstow Marshes  

(SSSI) 

Leyton Marsh 

Coppermill  

Fields 

Lea Bridge Road 

South Marsh 

North Marsh 

Starling 

Where on  
the marshes? 

Walthamstow Marshes, a Site of Special Scientific Interest 
(SSSI), is a stunning mosaic of wetland habitat set in the heart 
of north east London managed by Lee Valley Regional Park. 
The site is of great importance locally and regionally with    
significant recreational, historical and ecological value. Home 
to meadows, reedbeds, woodland, Water Voles, birdlife and 
rare breed cattle, there’s much to see and explore. 

Kestrel 

Grey Heron 

Peregrine Falcon 

Song Thrush 

Yew tree 

Fieldfare 
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I’m often asked  by members of the public what birds of prey we have 
using the marshes. The Lee Valley acts as a corridor allowing many 
birds to fly up and down it between the Thames Estuary and the open 
countryside of  Hertfordshire. So, the following list isn’t a                 
comprehensive one, rather a list of those most commonly seen and 
which are known to breed nearby. 

The Kestrel (Falco tinnunculus) is a member of the falcon family and is 
a familiar sight to the marshes. Their most distinguishing behaviour is 
their ability to hover with beating wings in one location often looking 
down on prey. It’s probably one of the most well adapted birds of prey 
to human environments and not surprising to see them on the marshes, 
so far into London. The marshes provide much of the prey they require 
e.g. voles, mice, worms and large insects. They can be seen flying year 
round but are particularly active during spring and summer as the           
vegetation grows back and food becomes more plentiful. Look to the solitary 
standing field posts on the South Marsh where they can often be     
seen resting between flight.    

The Sparrowhawk (Accipiter nisus) is a relatively small bird of prey 
with   bluish grey plummage as an adult, a barred tail and an often 
striking  orangey yellow eyes. This is a bird that is commonly seen 
swooping in front of your garden bird feeder and carrying away a small 
bird with it. It’s not surprising really, they’re small enough and well 

adapted to flying in confined      
spaces. Most sightings will 
be around the periphery of 
the site where there are 
more trees. 

  Spotlight: Birds of prey on the marshes 
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Kestrel 

Grey Heron 

To some of you, the next 
choice might appear strange 
but the Grey Heron (Ardea     
cinerea) deserves a spot on this 
page too. It’s one of the UKs largest birds and feeds on small 
mammals, fish, amphibians, reptiles and even small birds.     
North east London’s largest heronry is situated not far away at  
Walthamstow Reservoirs. The islands there, with their tall trees, 
are perfect for nesting and I believe that London Wildlife Trust  
intend to ring them in the near future for monitor them. Out on the 
marshes, the best place to see one is in  the scrape on the South 
Marsh or along the ditches that run on the outside edge of the 
marsh. Here, they can find plenty of small prey like fish and newts.  

Last on the list is the Peregrine Falcon (Falco peregrinus), a    
widespread bird that has adapted superbly to urban environments 
where high buildings or pylons are present. It has long, broad 
pointed wings, with blue-grey plumage, a blackish head and   
moustache. The peregrine is famous for its speed and prefers to 
look down on its prey, gaining speed as it dives from a height. The 
pylons which stretch over the  paddocks and Coppermill Fields 
provide the perfect vantage point.  

Sparrowhawk 

Peregrine Falcon 
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 Winter tree works 

Mission Invertebrate teaching kids  
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As winter draws to a close and signs of spring have begun to appear, 
it’s a good time to look back at what we’ve been doing to maintain and 
enhance all of the wonderful wildlife habitats around the marshes. 

Running along the eastern edge of Leyton Marsh is a lovely mature 
hedge comprising of blackthorn, hawthorn, Cherry and Hazel. This 
winter, we began making some enhancements to the hedge. Now that 
the hedge has reached maturity, we’ve decided to begin thinning out 
some of the larger trees to allow smaller, surrounding trees and 
shrubs to develop better. Some of the trees will also be allowed to 
coppice forming a dense thicket. The aim is to do this incrementally, 
so that different sections of the hedge will vary in age and structure. 
It’s hoped this will help continue attracting a wide variety of bird     
species to the hedge.     

At Horse Shoe Thicket on the North Marsh, we’ve been coppicing     
another section of woodland. Each year, we cut the trees within a  
section down to ground level leaving a just a stump. The following 
spring, new stems will appear and grow from the stumps. The light 
which can now reach the ground allows an explosion of new plant 
growth and even leads to prolonging a tree’s life. By coppicing these 
trees we can encourage younger stages of tree growth which suits 
certain wildlife better. Birds and insects suited to these niche stages 
will have a temporary but sustained habitat in which to survive for   
another season.  

All of the cut wood is either chipped for laying along muddy paths or 
used as deadwood which is much loved by  fungi, amphibians,       
reptiles and invertebrates. This year we began to use some of the 
wood to create a dead hedge around the copse, which will help to  
protect the new, more fragile growth from too much damage by     
people and cattle. All of the tree works around the park are carried out 
by our Rangers or by professional arborists when some trees are too 
big to handle ourselves. 

Leyton Marsh hedge 

Pollarding at 

Horse Shoe 

Thicket. 

Coppiced trees 

and a dead 

hedge at Horse 

Shoe Thicket 

Tree felling by one of 

our Rangers  
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 Ponds and ditches 
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Ponds provide a valuable source of water and habitat for lots of the wildlife found on the marshes. Despite what 
you might think, the marshes can become quite dry as the summer progresses and water availability can decline 
greatly. Dragonflies, fish,  Water Voles, snails and birds are 
just some examples of species reliant on ponds.  Annual  
management is important for keeping them in good condition 
and for the survival of wildlife. 

All of the ponds at Horse Shoe Thicket were worked on this 
winter.  One pond, which is known to dry out during the     
summer was really choked by Common Reed and so, we 
cleared it to allow some open water to persist. The remaining 
two woodland ponds were given a good bit of tender loving 
care by volunteers from The Conservation Volunteers (TCV). 
Again, the main objective was to clear some of the reed which 
can choke the ponds and reduce the amount of open water 
required for different species of insects and other wildlife to 
survive. This was the last  regular task TCV will be carrying 
out for the park as they have moved their base to  Abbotts 
Park, Leyton. Their team leader, Tom Nandi will also be   
moving on to new pastures in Bangladesh. We wish him all the best.  

 

The Bomb Crater Pond, situated on the South Marsh is 
by far the largest pond. Over the past few years, we 
have struggled to reduce the amount of Reedmace 
growing in the  this pond. It’s dense growing habit and 
tall structure reduce the levels of light and space       
required by other plants to grow. Our objective this    
winter was to remove most of the Reedmace in one go 
and to make it easier for us to manage. To achieve this 
we enlisted the help of some machinery to scoop out 
the vegetation but leaving most of the bottom soil in 
place. We expect the  Reedmace will return again and 
compliment the pond’s plant community. It was decided 
that it was easier and more feasible for us to start again 
from a position of fewer plants than it was with too 
many. The nearby ditches are host to a great many 
Reedmace plants and provide ample opportunity for 
wildlife to over winter while . 

 

Running along the outer the edge of Walthamstow Marshes is a   
series of ditches,1.2km in length protecting the marsh from          
incursions and disturbance. They also provide a valuable niche   
habitat for lots of interesting wildlife found no where else on the 
marshes. Each year, the ditches are maintained by removing silt 
that builds up from decaying organic matter and silt run-off from the 
fields. Left to their own devices, the ditches would begin to dry up 
resulting in the displacement of water and the wildlife that relies on 
it. This year, myself and Voluntary Honorary Wardens cleared     
sections of willow growing along the ditch banks and in them. This 
will halt the natural changes that would occur without it and         
prolongs the life of the ditch.   

Reedmace removal at Bomb Crater Pond  

After shot of 

ditch cleared of 

some willow 

TCV volunteers at work in a pond at Horse 

Shoe Thicket 
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 Scrub and bramble 

 

As you’re walking along Sandy Lane on the South Marsh, look 
over the ditch on the inside of the track and you’ll see a wide 
strip of land between the ditch and the fence line. This is our 
Water Vole refuge The fence has been set back from the ditch 
to provide some protection from the large grazing cattle. Each 
year we return to knock back the sprawling bramble which 
competes with other plant communities. The bramble that grows 
along the fence also needs to be removed for us to be able to 
inspect and maintain it. It was never our intention to encourage 
bramble growth along this section but to confine it to peripheral 
areas of the marsh. Left uncut it will spread quickly reclaiming 
areas of pasture and meadow which are of greater conservation 
value to the marshes. The bramble growing on the marsh is 
quite fast growing compared to other native species and clings 
to fence line. It’s both physically difficult and very time 
consuming to cut back. The negative impact of bramble on local water levels 
is also a concern reducing the amount of water needed. It’s our intention to 
continue to cut more bramble to weaken it and remove it, in particular along 
the fence line. Some patches of bramble will be retained as they are useful 
as cover and nesting for birds, mammals and reptiles. This year’s work 
involved the help of our construction trainees from CWOATA who clear our 
cuttings in lightening speed.  

Visit us at visitleevalley.org.uk/walthamstowmarshes 

An important home to breeding and overwintering 
birds, the reedbed on the South Marsh, has suffered 
in the past from lack of management and soil             
disturbance. In recent years, the park has begun to 
implement a programme of restorative measures to 
help enhance the reedbed. A significant amount of 
bramble is still present in the South Reedbed and has 
made it difficult to cut more regularly. With the help of 
cattle during the  summer and hand cutting in winter, 
we are trying to reduce the dominance of bramble in 
favour of  Common Reed. This January, Rangers and 
construction trainees from CWOATA cleared a      
section of overgrown bramble, pushing it back to the 
fence line. Sawing, cutting, raking and dragging     
material were all completed by rangers and trainees 
to get the work done.     

CWOATA trainees 

working on the South 

Marsh 

It’s not all about cutting back vegetation of course. Over the past few years 
we’ve been making great efforts to offset some of the trees and shrubs         
removed as part of our management of Walthamstow Marshes SSSI. On     
Leyton Marsh, we’ve identified areas for natural tree colonisation and planting. 
At the back of the Lee Valley Riding Centre along the metal fence we’ve just 
planted 50 native trees and shrubs to enhance the mix of hedge species there. 
This March, we’ll be planting more again along the Aqueduct Pathway. In    
total, we’ve planted nearly 200 trees and shrubs with the help of volunteers 
and trainees. We plan to introduce another 500 by the end of this year. Its 
common to factor in a 20% loss rate  when planting trees for reasons such as 
disease, vandalism and poor soil and drainage. Given the high levels of footfall 
iand the presence of dogs or foxes, our experience tells us that this number 
could be higher. However, we’ll make every effort to mitigate against this. 

Lee Valley volunteers clearing 

around the new trees at Leyton 

Marsh 

After shot of an  

area cleared of    

bramble in the 

South Reedbed 
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Oxbow Island is a piece of land on the River Lee that is owned and 
managed by the Canal & River Trust (CRT). The site is located near to 
Lee Valley Ice Centre, downstream of Walthamstow Marshes and 
upstream of Hackney Marshes.  

The site provides a near isolated area of open wooded habitat with an 
aquatic surround. There are already some great habitats in the form of 
backwater aquatic habitat, mixed open woodland, shrubs, ruderal 
plants, grasses and fallen dead wood. These habitats are great for 
numerous species including birds, mammals, insects, fish and 
invertebrates. Nevertheless, there have been historic issues with 
vandalism, fly tipping, anti-social behaviour and invasive aquatic flora 
which have led to the degradation of the aforementioned habitats.  

The Oxbow Island wildlife site was identified as having the potential to 
provide a great location for habitat restoration and enhancement. 
Furthermore, it could positively influence the continuity of habitat 
between the River Lee and connected wildlife sites nearby, in addition 
to increasing the wellbeing of the local communities.   

Since early 2018, CRT in partnership with MACE construction 
company, have been working on the site with the aims of enhancing the 
habitat and overall condition of the Oxbow Island for biodiversity, to 
minimise antisocial behaviour and create an area for local communities 
to positively engage with. 

Lee Valley  Regional Park have also been working to put plans in place 
to compliment the trust’s work on the surrounding woodland area which 
is owned by the park. By working closely with CRT and Mace we’ll be 
able to share resources and better integrate each others plans.   

As I mentioned, some of the initial works have already begun on the 
island. Some of the first steps involved opening up access and creating 
pathways and steps to carry out work and remove materials. Whilst the 
island may presently look quite bare, this will allow them to go back in 
and replant with a mixed array of native wildflowers and trees. In 
addition, much work has been completed to clean out the water channel 
of fly tip, litter and debris. The trust also intend to insert coir rolls with 
native aquatic plantings.   

One of the biggest issues that needs tackling on and around the island 
is the abundance of non-native plants such as Giant Hogweed and 
Floating Pennywort. Already, some of this has been removed but it will 
require ongoing management to reduce its abundance. 

We’ll begin to see much change to  woodland surrounding the island as 
well, as Lee Valley Regional Park begin to carry out further 
improvements and I’ll keep you up to date as these begin to take 
shape. 

 

   
  Ox-bow Island restoration project  
 

Plastics and pollution 
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  Helping on the marshes  

Whether it’s carrying out practical habitat management, monitoring wildlife or running events and 
guided walks, there’s a volunteering opportunity for everyone on the marshes. There are a number 
of groups who work throughout the year carrying out practical conservation work on the marshes: 
 
Lee Valley Regional Park Volunteers (LVRP) 
For more information on volunteering opportunities and tasks go to visitleevalley.org.uk/volunteers 
or contact the Rangers on 020 8988 7565  
  
Lea Bridge Conservation Volunteers (LBCV) 
LBCV meet on the first Sunday of every month.  
Contact: Colin Smith, lbcv.org.uk 
 
Goodgym Waltham Forest (GGWF) 
Every week in Waltham Forest we work out by helping local community projects, and run back all 
within 90 minutes. For more information go to https://www.goodgym.org/areas/waltham-forest 
 
 
  
  

 

28 January CWOATA 
trainees helping to clear 
bramble from the marshes  

23 January Lee Valley Regional Park 
volunteers clearing bramble along 

the old Aqueduct Pathway   

6 February Goodgym out again 
clearing litter along Lea Bridge 
Road at night 
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9 January Phoenix Futures 
Trust  laying woodchip along 
the paths 

9 January Goodgym plogging 
their way through bags of litter  
at night 

6 February Lea Bridge 
Conservation Volunteers clearing 
some bramble along the ditch 
banks on Walthamstow Marshes  

7 March Lee Valley volunteers 
clearing litter on the marshes 
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Contact 

Eamonn Lawlor  

elawlor@leevalleypark.org.uk 
020 8988 7565 
WaterWorks Centre, Lammas Road, Leyton,  
London E10  7QB 

 

Lee Valley Regional Park Authority 

Head office: 

Myddelton House, Bulls Cross, Enfield,  
Middlesex EN2 9HG 
03000 030 610  
visitleevalley.org.uk 

 

Walthamstow Marshes   

Lea Bridge Road 

Leyton E10 7QL 

A big thank you to Giles Greenwood and Josephine 
Wheeler  for allowing us to use some of their 
fantastic photos in this issue. Their photos were 
taken whilst on the marshes. Though I wish I had 
the time and talent to take photos like these I am 
reliant on the generosity of others. If you have any 
photos from your visit to the marshes and you are 
willing to share, I’d love to hear from you. 

Josephine Wheeler Giles Greenwood 

Click on these web links  
 

 Birkbeck Free Lecture Series 

 Walthamstow Birders Blog 

 Lea Bridge History 

 U3A - Hackney Branch  

 Walthamstow Marshes 

 
 

We’re searching for frog spawn and hedgehogs this 
spring. If you should see any, please let us know 
through twitter #leevalleywildlife or by emailing me  
elawlor@leevalleypark.org.uk.  

https://www.visitleevalley.org.uk/en/wildlife/
http://www.bbk.ac.uk/geography/our-research/ecss/free-public-lectures
http://walthamstowbirders.blogspot.com/
http://www.leabridge.org.uk/
http://hackneyu3a.co.uk/
https://www.visitleevalley.org.uk/en/content/cms/nature/nature-reserve/walthamstow-marshes/
https://twitter.com/hashtag/leevalleywildlife?src=hash

