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‘laughter’ that goes with it and ‘the desolate acres of burnt heather, each bush
charred and left like a skeleton above the black-strewn ground’. As the nights
draw in, the leaves fall and the frosts bite, Stephen, who is ‘lost within’, feels
imprisoned by his environment and situation, hemmed in by an ‘enforced
intimacy with every mood of Nature’, ‘homesick for lighted towns’, ‘chained to
the ridge’ by his recent marriage to Deborah. He absconds to America, leaving
Deborah near to suicidal despair. But eventually he returns, wiser, more mature,
and at last together they clasp the metaphorical ‘golden arrow’, the symbol of
enduring love.

For some, it is the finest of Mary Webb’s novels. It is a tale of a girl’s love,
her sexual longing and fulfilment, her fidelity and maturity; of her father’s
tenderness understanding and constancy, of her lover’s fickleness, weakness
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T onws SepSrIGHLU LHGL HHIUSL VISIWUES HIaVE U1 LT patnways over the hill and it
concerns some of them, who may conclude that the plant life and soils of The
Stiperstones are under threat from relentless trampling. But this path is not
typical, some paths are less than three feet wide and despite there being more
than 11 miles of rights of way running through or alongside the heathland,
paths occupy less than one per cent of the total heathland area. Eroded paths
may be regarded as unsightly and can be awkward to walk on, but they have a
limited impact overall on the plant life of the hill.

What then of the impact on birdlife? This issue raises more difficult questions.
There is little doubt that if all visitors were to be excluded from The Stiperstones
then crag-nesting birds, most notably Peregrine Falcon and Raven, would, within
a year or two, start to nest on one or other of the tors. Other birdlife might
benefit too, particularly from the exclusion of dogs, as would the sheep which
on occasion they chase. An English Nature review of disturbance to breeding
birds at sites up and down the country by visitors and their dogs, concluded
that it exposes eggs and young to a greater risk of loss to opportunistic
predators, especially the crow family, and that this is the greatest risk arising
from disturbance at sites like The Stiperstones where visitor and dog numbers
are high.** But clearly it is not feasible, nor desirable, to exclude visitors.
Furthermore, a walker has a legal right to be accompanied by a dog provided it
remains on the right of way.

Some bird species are notably resilient to disturbance, others are notably
susceptible. An example of the former is Red Grouse which, despite its obvious
vulnerability to straying dogs, may sometimes be found nesting close to paths.
At the latter extreme is the Curlew, which, it is said, may be disturbed when
a walker with a dog is still as much as 1,000 metres away.> Curlews have

Aarraacad marlbiadh: im klaa e oo




This photo of Charles Sinker
was taken at Preston Montford
Field Centre in 1961. He has his
son Mark on his shoulders and a
botanist’s lens around his neck.
Reproduced courtesy of his
daughter, Rebecca.

nature conservation.

Right from the start Preston Montford Field Centre
made extensive use of The Stiperstones as a site
for fieldwork, and over the years thousands of
students and children have come to experience
and learn about the hill. In his introductory talks
Charles Sinker drew on the cultural as well as
the natural aspects of The Stiperstones, and
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nrst you don't succeed ...,
Birds

Many of us listen eagerly each April for ‘the Cuckoo’, individualising the songster
as if there is just one that calls throughout the district; sadly, with numbers in
decline, this may soon be so! On The Stiperstones, Cuckoos parasitise Meadow
Pipits. This is the commonest of the heathland birds, Skylarks are next in
frequency, and twenty or so pairs of Red Grouse hold out at what is the southern
extremity of their natural range in England - they were introduced to Exmoor
and Dartmoor. Their ‘go-back, go-back’ calls, interpreted by the protagonists of
Mary Webb's The Golden Arrow as laughing and mocking, ironic and derisive,
punctuate the novel.
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Invertebrates

In Crowsnest Dingle the Green Woodpeckers raid the voluminous nests of the
Upland (Hairy or Northern) Wood Ant Formica lugubris, something of a speciality
here at the southern edge of its range. Speckled Wood butterflies flit through
woodland glades and Holly Blue butterflies flutter round that tree’s blossoms in
April and May. In wet patches on the eastern side of the hill the rufous-winged
Small Pearl-bordered Fritillary butterfly dances between the flowers of Marsh
Thistle and Ragged-robin, and lays its eggs on the leaves of Marsh Violet; The
Stiperstones is a hot-spot for this uncommon butterfly. On the heathland itself,
May is the month to look out for Green Hairstreak butterflies; even the vivid
green of the young Bilberry leaves pales beside the emerald of the butterfly’s
underwings as it alights on the foliaae. clacina ite winac ac it Anam ~n




CHAPTER 7

contrast, Rowan berries drop straight from branch to ground; what chance
have their seeds got of distant colonisation? Plenty. The seductive orange-red
berry tempts us once only, but the extreme acidity which causes us to wince
and spit clearly appeals to Foxes; they hoover up fallen fruits, the pips of which
reappear in undigested clusters in their scats, dropped far and wide over the
hill. Doubtless Red Grouse shop and drop too, and, if any berries are left on the
arrival from Scandinavia of the over-wintering Fieldfares, they are swallowed
and air-freighted to distant roosting sites in deep Common Heather, where the
seeds are discharged overnight. With all this assistance, it is not surprising
that seedling Rowans crop up all over the hill, including in the highest and
stoniest of locations. Comparable itineraries could be mapped for the seeds
of other common local colonists such as Holly, Crab and Oak, so, without the
habitat management to be described in Chapter 10, the fragile heath would
soon become wooded. But in the past this management was carried out not as
a deliberate act to further the conservation of nature, but as an integral part
of the local subsistence economy, elements of which are outlined in the next
chapter.
















from Ratlinghope.'® Her diary entry for 16 May records how she sought out
a grassy bank and had a good snooze - a nap in the sun and brewing tea
outdoors were amongst her greatest pleasures - and there she found ‘beautiful
little clumps of Yellow Pansies in the grass’. But today one would have to look
hard to find a single Mountain Pansy along the entire route from Ratlinghope
to Bromlow Callow, and the rich mix of associated plants detailed in Chapter 7
has gone too, victim of the agricultural intensification that has swept through
the countryside.

Since the Second World War the drainage, ploughing, liming and re-seeding of
agricultural land have proceeded apace, not least in the uplands, stimulated
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more quickly where the heather has been burned rather than cut because 2
good clean burn (though easier to wish for than to achieve) clears the litter,
bares the ground and creates good conditions for germination,

Red Grouse

One of the species favoured by heather burning is the Red Grouse which
persists in small numbers on The Stiperstones. It has real nature conservation
importance as a signature bird of heather-clad hills. The Stiperstones and The
Long Mynd are now its only breeding sites in Shropshire, and these two hills
are southerly outliers of its range in England.> Grouse like short heather for
feeding (heather shoots make up some 90% of their diet), and longer heather
for cover and nest sites. They are said to be reluctant to feed more than about
15 yards from cover, which means that cuts and burns should he no mare than




CHAPTER 10

straight-sided ones, and they are made following the contours rather than up
and down the slopes. Although the result looks very odd from the air, viewec
from the ground this pattern of management fits well with the landscape and
it creates lots of ‘edge’, a transitional zone considered to be of particular value
to wildlife.

A decline in Grouse numbers was evident by the 1930s and it continued up unti
the 1990s, by which time there were so few birds left that shooting ceased.
With perhaps just 5-10 pairs hanging on, the extinction of Red Grouse on The
Stiperstones seemed a real possibility. The NCC did not hold the sporting (ie
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CONSERVATION AND RESTORATION

been agreed to, but in the 1990s a series of short-term leases were granted
t0 English Nature. This ensured a moratorium on Grouse shooting while the
recommendations of leading experts as to how to increase numbers were put
n hand.* These were that Foxes and Carrion Crows, the main predators of Red
Grouse, needed to be controlled in order to improve breeding success. English
Nature adopted and persisted with this policy for a number of years, in the
face of significant local opposition, and although the really rigorous control that
might have led to a significant increase in Grouse numbers proved impractical,
there was a small increase in the breeding population and this may have been
the result of the measures that had been taken.

After 10 years the owner of the sporting rights declined to negotiate either
2 further renewal of lease, or a sale to English Nature, and instead sold the
rights to another private individual. This new sporting rights owner stepped
up the predator control for a while, with the intention of reinstating shooting,
znd a further modest increase in the population to some 20-25 pairs may have
been the consequence. Sadly however this improvement was not sustained
and the population slipped back to in the order of 10-12 pairs before rallying
zgain with good numbers of young birds fledging in 2013, possibly as a result
of an enhanced commitment to predator control. Natural England (successor to
English Nature) continues to work with the owner of the sporting rights in order
to achieve a level of heathland management and predator control which will
hopefully in time lift the population to a more secure level.

Two headaches

Management work carried out with the support of the Commoners includes the
control of Bracken, a native species, but one with much less value as wildlife
habitat than the dwarf-shrub heathland that it tends to displace. It is a very
successful plant, and something of a headache, as it can be invasive and is
very difficult to keep in check. Cutting the plant repeatedly can significantly
weaken it, but also weakens the heather amongst which it grows, and the most
effective method of control is by the application of Asulam, a herbicide which,
whilst it kills all fern species, not just Bracken, normally has little effect on
other plants apart from members of the dock family. On large, rough, or steep
areas, helicopter application is the only practical technique, and a remarkably
economical one; knapsack sprayers are used where smaller areas are treated.
In both cases other fern species are safeguarded wherever possible. But it is
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CHAPTER 10

Farming and Wildlife: the Curlew and Mountain Pansy

So, by 1982, through a combination of local and national initiative, the best
known parts of The Stiperstones, including Cranberry Rock, Manstone Rock
and the Devil's Chair, had been safeguarded from afforestation or other major
change, and had become a National Nature Reserve. And, since 1998, as
outlined above, progress has been made in reversing the afforestation of parts
of the ridge. But the wildlife interest of the area is by no means restricted to
the heathland, and, as explained in the preceding chapter, the wildlife habitats
of the surrounding area have been much diminished since the 1950s.

The loss of wildlife like the Mountain Pansy, Curlew, Lapwing and Snipe convinced
the Back to purple partnership that in addition to heathland re-creation there
was a pressing need to stem wildlife losses in surrounding habitats. They sought
and gained the ready support of the Rural Development Service (part of the
Department for Environment Food and Rural Affairs) and their predecessors,
who, in an effort to hold the line, negotiated what were then known as
Environmentally Sensitive Area agreements with many local farmers.!* These
agreements, now superseded by Entry and Higher Level Stewardship, were
designed to put a break on further agricultural intensification. They were a step
in the right direction but in practice did nothing to restore what had been lost.

In addressing issues of wildlife conservation and restoration on farmland in the
valley between The Long Mynd and The Stiperstones (sometimes referred to
as ‘LongStones’), a major boost has been the work of the Upper Onny Wildlife
Group established through ‘Down to Earth’, an element of ‘Blue Remembered
Hills’, a Heritage Lottery Fund ‘Area Partnership’ project. The Group is surveying
a range of wildlife species in the area, most notably Curlew, Lapwing and
Mountain Pansy, and is working for their conservation. It is to be hoped that
their efforts will be supported through a new project: the Stiperstones and
Corndon Hill Country Landscape Partnership Scheme, funded by the Lottery and
launched in November 2013.

The prescriptions for Curlew, Lapwing and Snipe conservation are well known
and not particularly demanding, and there is an urgent need to bring farmers,
gamekeeping interests and nature conservationists together to agree on areas
where they can be applied. The appropriate remuneration and compensation
would have to be put in place in order to offset any loss of agricultural output,
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*‘So now, when fog obscures the light
Or thunder-clouds hang, black as night
With bated breath folks say “"He's there,

e

The Devil’s sitting in his chair”.

Another local poet, Brenda Shaw (1917-1975) , uses ‘broad Shropshire’ to give expression to
the same notion in her poem 'The Devil's Chair”:

‘When thunder claps re echo
Locals are thought to say,
Each sagely nodding head to head,

e

"Ee be a wum today”' [He be at home today]
Charlotte Burne states ‘or 1854’ but the Crimean War started in 1853.

Charlotte Burne notes that she 'never succeeded in getting a second version of this curious
story’, nor could she trace the original teller. Jennifer Westwood (1985) suggests that ‘we might
well be chary of accepting at face value some of the features of her tale, which includes details
of Saxon costume which sound as if they have been added on [by others] for “authenticity™".
Charlotte Burne notes that 'the name given to Edric’s wife, the "Lady Godda” curiously coincides
with that of Frau Gauden or Gode', the German huntress whose declaration 'The chase is better
than Heaven’ condemned her to follow it to eternity. Jennifer Westwood is reluctant to accept
that the name Lady Godda is derived from English tradition and speculates that it may have
been added in by someone familiar with Jacob Grimm’s account of Frau Gauden published in
1835.

Hughes (1977).

This is evident from Mrs Marston’s show exhibits which include: '1906, plums; 1908,
gooseberries; 1909, cherries, sugarless’.

For a detailed discussion see Armstrong (1970).

Context and call make clear that Mary Webb is referring to Wigeon, yet in her Shropshire




NOTES AND SOURCES

Chapter 5 ‘Natural magic’: the novels and nature of
Mary Webb

Notes

1 From the Introduction to Gone to Earth in the Collected Works of Mary Webb published by
Jonathan Cape in 1928. John Buchan (1875-1940) was a writer and politician; he is best
known for his novel The Thirty-Nine Steps (1915).

2 W Reid Chappell (1930) provides a photo (reproduced here) which appears to be of 'Tin
House’, though it shows no tin! He refers to it as the home of Deborah Arden and Stephen
Southernwood, though their fictional cottage would have been closer to the Devil's Chair.
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THE SINGULAR STIPERSTONES

Chapter 8 'Picking our clothes off the hill’: heathland
harvests

Notes

1 The Fieldfare is a Blackbird-sized thrush which nests in northern Europe, wintering further
south, including in Shropshire.

2 This is the Gilbert Hotchkiss who figures, as a child, in the family photograph on page 90.

3 A ‘burthin’ is an armful.







THE SINGULAR STIPERSTONES

16 Hilda Murrell (1906-1984) had a deep love for the countryside, especially that of the Marches

17

18

19

20

and Wales. Extracts from her nature diaries were edited by Charles Sinker and published in
1887, Her mysterious murder had been a national news story.

Walker et al (1983).

Shropshire Wildlife Trust (1989). The report refersto the loss of 'Prime Site’ grassland as equating
to 74 miles of football pitches laid end to end, but this appears to be a miscalculation.

I gathered the information in this paragraph during a discussion with Ken Stott on 9 November
2009.

The Lapwing Act of 1926 prohibited egg collection, so presumably Ted Tuer’s employer was the




NOTES AND SOURCES

Chapter 10 'Back to (and beyond) purple’:
conservation and restoration

Notes

From Stiperstones and Thereabouts (1990). A collection of 40 poems; Shropshire Archives
C83 w.f. LS26876.

Environmental Stewardship is a government-funded agri-environment scheme that is designed
to deliver good environmental management in return for which farmers receive payments.

In October 2006 the Rural Development Service and the major part of the Countryside Agency
joined with English Nature to form Natural England.

Trueman & Cohn (2006).

From '‘The Stiperstones’ written in 2006, along with others by the Border Poets, as a contribution
to ‘The Lordshill Project’ (see 'Revisiting and remembering ‘Gone to Earth’ in Chapter 5).

Other elements of Once wupon a hill included the conservation of upland grassland, the
restoration of stone walls and hedges and the development of self-guided trails from mine
sites onto the hill under the title From mine-shaft to fire-side.
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