Statement of Significance.

Wicken Fen
— the National Trust’sfirst Nature Reserve
— and the most famous Fen

‘For the entomol ogist who is not afraid of work, and who is no mere dilettante, The Fens probably afford
the richest of all localities for Lepidoptera in this country. Amongst the fen-lands Wicken still retainsits
virgin soil and flora, unspoilt by drainage or cultivation’ Carrington 1880

Wicken Fen is one of Britain's oldest nature reserves and in 1999 it celebrated its 100" anniversary. On
May I* 1899 the National Trust purchased its first two acre strip for £10. 56 conveyances later the reserve
is over 1600 acres (660 hectares). The ancient Fen has been managed traditionaly for centuries by sedge
cutting and peat digging which has produced a unique fenland habitat rich in wildife particulaly
invertebrates. For example 1000 species of moth and butterfly, 1400 species of beetle, approaching 2000
species of fly and 25 species of dragonfly, 29 species of mammad, over 200 species of birds, have been
recorded on the Fen. The Fen is a refuge for a very large number Red Data Book and Nationdly Scarce
Species.

The Fen is a Nationd Nature Reserve, a Site of Specid Scientific Interest (both national designations), a
Specid Area of Conservation (a European desgnation) and a RAMSAR dte (internationa  wetland
designation).

The Fen dso has degp socid connections. There is restored a fenman's cottage to highlight the
importance of villagers working the Fen for peat and sedge from as early as 1414. The Ste aso contains
the last working wind pump in the Fen baan, origindly used for draining pesat trenches and the remains of
the old brick pits and kilns il survive.

The Fen has aso long been associated with natura history and research. Charles Darwin collected beetles
on the Fen in the 1820s and at the turn of the century the fathers of modern ecology and conservation, the
Cambridge botanists Sir Harry Godwin and Dr. Arthur Tandey caried out their pioneering work. The
Fen’slong partnership with Cambridge University continues to the present day.

Wicken Fen is one of only four ‘wild Fens which gill survive in the enormous Great Fen Basin: 99.9%
of the former Fens have now been replaced by arable cultivation.

Wicken Fen is wel used and enjoyed by local people and visitors from further away. There are 40,000
vigtors per year, and over 5000 school children come to take part in our forma education programmes,
events for families and individuds attract a further 1500 vigtors each year.

The boardwalk is centra to the vidtor facilities. It dlows barrier free access for al to the wetland aress. It
makes Wicken Fen the primary Ste to experience a wetland ‘wilderness with relaive ease. As a redult,
the Fen is an important vistor and tourig attraction in East Cambridgeshire and plays a vaduable role in
the loca economy.

Wicken was known to entomologists in the early decades of the 19" century. From then on Wicken
became known as a mecca for lepidopterists. ‘Eddystone lighthouses (an early type of moth trap) were a
common sght on the Fen and some accounts describe them as lighting up the place a night like a small

dity.

In the 1890s the sedge (used for roofing and anima bedding) and peet (a fud) economies collgpsed being
replaced by more efficient dternatives. As a result there were mgor concerns that the Fen would be



drained as had happened dsewhere. A number of the early entomologists (particulaly G.H. Verrdl and
The Hon. N.C. Rothschild) played a vitd role in ensuring Wicken's surviva by acquiring parts of the Fen
and donating them to the Nationd Trust. Much has changed in and around Wicken Fen since ther gifts.

They would find parts of Sedge, Veral’s and St Edmunds Fens covered in scrub.

Adventurers Fen as they knew t had been lost - gone are the areas of peat digging and fen habitats -
replaced by wet grasdands, alarge Mere and reed beds.

In summer the whole Fen would gppear much drier - no longer dmost inaccessible to the naturdist.

There would dso be no dgn of the swdlowtal butterfly - that icon species so familiar to the early
naturaigs.

The nature reserve now managed by the Nationd Trust is much larger than the origina Fen

Habitat changes - the collapse of the local economy. Once the economic value of the Fen was lost there

was no longer anyone to cut the sedge or dig the peat - scrub invaded and much of the open nature of the
Fenwaslost.

In these early days the ecologica principles of successon were not understood (indeed it was not until the
1920s when Professor Harry Godwin carried out his pioneering work at Wicken that it was). The Nationa
Trugt could afford only to employ one person - the Keeper of the Fen — George Barnes. One person could
not do the amount of work the loca community had done before and as a result the open habitats tumbled
into scrub. The Barnes family (George and his three sons — Henry, William and Wilf) played a huge part
in the management of the Fen, al worked as wardens with Henry amassing 50 years service and Wilf
working for 51 years.

The Trud=s policy has been to keep as large an area as possible of open Fen on Sedge and Verrdl=s Fen,
harvesting sedge and hay to encourage the huge diversty of animas and plants. In 1965 the Ganges
Basecamp was constructed to accommodate navy cadets (from H.M.S. Ganges) to clear scrub.

Digging for Victory. Adventurers Fen was partidly drained in the 1840s but this was not very successful
and as a result by the end of the 1900s it condsted of rich Fen habitats and extensve areas of pest
cuttings. It was very rich in wildlife being renowned paticularly for its bird and beetle communities.
However, during the Second World War the land was requisitioned by the War Office, drained again by
Alan Bloom and converted to arable cultivation. Indeed an earlier suggestion had been that the area be
used as abombing range, but this was successfully resisted.

After the war the land was handed back to the National Trust and the Mere, reed beds and wet meadows
were created. Today it is a very vaduable area for wildlife dthough the loss of the rarer and more vauable
Fen habitats is most regrettable.

Draining the Fens - dying of thirst. Once the drainage of the Great Fen Basn began the peaty soils
ghrunk consderably. This had a profound effect on Wicken Fen leaving it higher than the surrounding
landscape. In addition the drainage of the Fens led to the development of a very sophisticated pump
drainage system and sets of duices. This tamed the various rivers - the effect on Wicken Lode was
profound. These engineering works stopped the naturd cycle of flooding a Wicken Fen.

The loss of wet conditions on the Fen particulaly in early summer is a serious problem for the Fen and
one which must be resolved if the habitats are to be restored. Some steps have aready been taken to
improve this problem; for example an impermegble liner has been inddled dong the entire northern
length of Sedge and Verrdl’s Fens.



Ebbing and flowing biodiversity. Naurdiss were origindly dravn to Wicken because of its species
richness and the presence of rarities. The Fen has therefore received a great ded of recording effort and
huge species ligts have accumulated. In divergty terms Wicken Fen is Britain's verson of a tropicd rain
forest. An amazing 7800 species have been recorded a Wicken Fen. However, now that the Fen is s0
isolated from other fen habitats, naturd loca extinctions tend to become permanent because immigration
from other gmilar Stes is very low on account of ther remoteness. This list of extinctions includes some
of the Fen specidities such as the Swdlowtail butterfly and the Marsh Moth.

Drawing conclusions from the first 100 years. The decline of traditiona management practices, the
threat to the reliable water supplies, the isolation of dtes and the loss of biodiverdty are not phenomena
unique to Wicken Fen - dl the other surviving Fen dtes in East Anglia have suffered in amilar ways.
Fortunately sufficient money and legad backing is now avalable to actudly implement restoration plans.
As we embark on the next 100 years of Wicken Fen's higory under the Nationd Trust plans are wel
advanced to restore the Fen and hat the declines.

Restoring Sedge and Verrall’s Fens. From 2006 to 2006, over 50 hectares (120 acres) of scrub has been
cleared from these Fens and areas of sedge and fen meadows have been restored. The unique cutting
regime on the Sedge Fen, which dates back to 1400, will be expanded to ensure these restored habitats are
maintained. On Verrdl’s Fen, konik ponies have been introduced and ther grazing will maintain the open
fen habitats. The next chdlenge is to ensure that the Fen recaives sufficient good qudity water to keep the
fen wet enough to alow the plant communities to thrive.

The next 100 years. The Nationd Trug launched the Wicken Vison in 1999, an ambitious and exiting
project to creste a large nature reserve for people and wildlife in the area between Wicken Fen in the
north and Cambridge in the south. These large new areas of land would be managed largdy by ‘naturd
processes such as grazing animas and high water tables and not by intervention management such as
reed cutting and mowing. Since 1999, the Trust has doubled the size of Wicken Fen Nature Reserve by
purchasing land, and the restoration of thisland iswell underway.

‘My personal feeling about Wicken is a complicated one: a mixture of enjoyment of fenland plants and
animals (both aesthetically and scientifically), glimpsing the past and sensing the passage of time, while
all the time enjoying the great open fen landscape under its vast skies. Of course | have little vignettes of
special memory. For example watching swallowtails emerging fromtheir pupae, looking at Adventurers
Fen in 1940 knowing it was soon to be destroyed and more recently the enjoyment of being part of a very
special endeavour to understand Wicken and conserve it. To me Wicken isthe first English Nature
Reserve, a very special wetland and the most famous fen.’

Norman M oor e — one of the founding fathers of nature conservation
and aformer Chair of the Wicken Committee.



