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FOREWORD

The two Meares brothers, Douglas and Cecil, sons of Thomas Meares, were born in 
1881 and 1883 respectively. The family home where they were born was Clive Hall, Clive, 
near Shrewsbury. Their father must have been a wealthy man judging by the look and size 
of Clive Hall. He was able to send both boys to Preparatory School at Bilton Grange, 
near Rugby in about 1892 when they were aged eleven and nine.

It was possibly at Bilton that they were first encouraged to keep a ‘natural History’ 
diary by one of the masters, Mr Southcomb. In that first year of their diary entries, the 
boys recount the finding of a Red-backed Shrike’s nest “on a Sunday walk”, the eggs of 
which “were confiscated by Mr Moss and regained by Mr Southcomb”. At any event the 
boys met up several times with Southcomb some years later in the south of England for 
bird-nesting forays.

The early entries in the diary are mainly lists of sightings and localities for birds 
and dates of arrival of summer migrants. This latter information should be of interest 
to modern researchers studying the effects of ‘global warming’ on migration dates. 
Interesting too is that fairly early on in the entries, the boys knew and went bird-nesting 
with Chance and Gilroy. At Bilton, Douglas was in the School Shooting XVIII and went 
on to be the Captain.

In about 1897 both brothers were sent to Public School at Uppingham in Rutland and  
here Cecil proved that he also was a good rifle shot, being in the Shooting XVIII. He shot  
at Bisley and there missed winning the Public Schools Prize Cup by one point in a shoot-
off. Apparently he also excelled at mathematics and after his school days became a 
Chartered Accountant whilst Douglas joined the London Stock Exchange, both brothers 
moving south to live in Kent. They occasionally still visited the family home at Clive as 
the diary entries show.

At the outbreak of the First World War both brothers enlisted, Douglas attaining  
the rank of Lieutenant and Cecil that of Captain. Douglas did not see active service 
because, although, according to Walpole-Bond he had a “splendid physique” he suffered 
from ill-health. In 1916 Cecil was killed aged 33 at Deville Wood in the Battle of the 
Somme and is buried there. By pure chance, whilst preparing the diary for publication 
I saw that Cecil’s war medals were being offered for sale ‘on-line’. I contacted the seller 
who kindly proveded me with the picture of Cecil in uniform.

For ten years or so after his brother’s death Douglas showed little interest in birds-
nesting. Eventually he settled down to a family life and married a Yorkshire lass, Minie 
Ambler, eventually raising three sons. Douglas and Minie moved from Sidcup in Kent 
to Sunningdale in Berkshire in 1935. On the local heathland and commons Douglas 



encountered new speciality species and soon got to grips with Dartford Warbler, 
Woodlark and Hobby, the latter being a ‘scarce’ migant at the time, numbering perhaps  
a hundred pairs, breeding mostly in the southern counties. Douglas discovered many 
breeding sites for this bird and one is even now still named after him; “Meares Wood” 
which is on the Crown Estate near Sunningdale.

In 1938 Douglas and Minie moved to Ash Vale in Hampshire and here Douglas was 
within easy walking distance of more Hobby breeding sites on the surrounding  
commons and Army Ranges. In 1941 tragedy again struck the Meares family when his  
youngest son Stanley was killed in a mid-air collision at the age of only 25. He was a  
Squadron Leader leading his American Eagles Group in practice formation-flying.  
He had earned the D.F.C., was a veteran of Dunkerque, The Battle of Britain and  
was credited with shooting down two Me109s and damaging two others. He is buried  
in Brookwood Cemetary.

The final few years of diary entries are mainly about the Hobby and Douglas was 
often accompanied by his friend Neville Coltart who I came to know later. When 
Douglas died in 1949 the diaries were left to Neville. When I later got to know Neville  
he kindly gave me his B & W photo negatives of people he had been bird-nesting with. 
One of these photos was the one of Douglas on Camberley Common in July1938 in 
obvious Hobby breeding habitat.

It’s a coincidence that I was at boarding school in Shropshire, not far from Clive, and  
that when I started employment with the Forestry Commission and moved south in 1962,  
I came to live not far from Ash Vale and soon got to know Neville Coltart. He first lent  
me the diaries then, so I have known them for 50 years. During that time they have 
assisted me in my Hobby “adventures” and I am sure that many others besides myself   
have followed in the Meares’ brothers footsteps. I especially recall the Eagle at 
Dundonnell, the Dotterel on A’Mharconaich, Grampians and the Hobbies at Meares 
Wood, Bisley, Bramshill, Hankley Common, Broadmoor and all the rest!

The first Hobby that I saw and heard was in 1963 in company with Neville Coltart, 
Gordon Douglas and Les Montgomery from Dublin, and was in fact at Meares Wood. 
We approached by car along a forest track and came to a padlocked Crown Estate gate 
with a ‘No Unauthorised Entry’ sign. I was most impressed when Neville produced a  
key, opened the lock and we drove through. As we got out of the car near the scattered 
pine tree site, we heard a Hobby give what Neville described the “egg-squeek” uttered 
when the bird returns to it’s eggs. We then saw it fly into its eyrie in an old Crow’s nest 
near the top of a tall spindly pine. In fact this same old nest was used by a Hobby for 
several years afterwards. (See the photo I took of M. Dawson standing in front of the 
tree on page 27 of his book The Red Kite).



A few years ago a transcribed edition of just the second of these Meares diaries was 
produced with the inevitable spelling errors and of course lacking the contents of the 
omitted volume. I have elected to overcome these problems by having the two diaries 
laser-scanned and then produced in a single volume. I would personally prefer to see  
the original hand-writings rather than an impersonal typed-out edition. Where there  
were any blank pages or spaces in the manuscript, I have added relevant photographs  
and a period map which I hope adds a little interest and colour.

T.A. (“Tony”) Waddell.
Headley Down

Hampshire.
2017.
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