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Ian counting the cost of how we    

I
n the period up to the Middle 
Ages, the fens formed a vast 
tract across eastern England.

Some 5,000 square kilometres 
of  land were fen and wetland 
before major drainage schemes 

from the 17th century onwards 
changed that landscape forever.

While creating some of  the most 
fertile arable land on the planet, 
Professor Ian Rotherham suggests the 
drainage was catastrophic.

In his book The Lost Fens, he said 
the move is tantamount to England’s 
‘greatest ecological disaster’, leaving 
the medieval wetlands little more than a “lost world, a forgotten 

landscape.”
Described as an ‘ecological 

whodunit’, he attempts through the 
book to establish what happened to 
the massive fen areas, not only in the 
east of  England but also the lost 
northern fens of  about 3,000 square 
km in his native Yorkshire and 
Humberside, looking at how big these 
areas actually were, when the 
drainage began and their ecology.

“One of  the problems was that 
much of  it had gone by the time 
anybody began to record such 
things,” he told me. “We know that 
these vast wetlands existed but we do 
not really know what they were like.

“There is information out there, 
contained in the accounts of  the great 
estates and also from people who 
were visiting the landscape and 

keeping diaries of  what they 
saw. From that, you start to 

get a feel for this 
amazing landscape 

and of  the people 
who lived in the 

fens.”
Another 

insight is provided through menus from 
the great feasts of  the period and 
Professor Rotherham cites the example 
of  the enthronement of  the George 
Neville as Archbishop of  York in 1466. 
As well as 104 oxen and 3,000 pigs, there 
were birds such as plovers (400), quails 
(100 dozen), crane (204) and bytternes 
(204), and while there is undoubtedly a 
degree of  exaggeration from the 
chronicler, it does illustrate that many 
of  the wild birds on the feast table were 
hunted from the fen landscape.

The book draws on several historical 
sources as it builds a picture of  what the 
fens were once like, detailing the flora 
and fauna and extensive bird life where 
cranes and bittern were aplenty, 
waterways which were full of  fish and 
eels, and a landscape rich with reeds, 
peat and coppice wood.

“The story were we have from the last 
200 years is one of  drainage being seen 
as improving things because the fens 
have been turned into some of  the most 
productive land on the planet, a bread 
basket on a global scale,” said Professor 
Rotherham.

But he points to drainage also being a 
tool of  suppression of  populations that 
lived marginally beyond the reach of  the 
Crown, the Church or the aristocracy.

“You could live very well, and 
independently, on the fens given that 
there was lots of  fish and wildfowl, peat 
turf, and coppice wood,” said Professor 
Rotherham, who is Professor of  
Environmental Geography and Readers 
in Tourism and Environmental Change 
at Sheffield Hallam University.

“But the Crown, the aristocracy and 
the Church did not want people living 
independently and well. The fens also 
became a place with an independent 
economy, a place people retreated to if  

they were being persecuted or 
outlawed. Hereward the Wake, the last 
great Anglo-Saxon, headed to the fens 
when he was surrounded by the 
Normans.

“The fens were a challenge to the 
authorities but if  you wanted to take 
control of  the people who lived there 
the way to do it was to drain them and 
turn it into a very productive 
landscape for yourself.”

It was, however, a decidedly odd 
place. And those used to conurbations, 
towns and modern life or wary of  the 
wide open spaces of  the flat landscape, 
perhaps still think they are.

Fen folk were different and spoke 
their own dialect. There were also 
dangers and disease in this landscape, 
notably the ague – a fen malaria.

“People seem surprised that we had 
malaria in the fens but if  you were a 
fenman you had malaria, even though 
you may have been somewhat immune 
to it,” explained Professor Rotherham, 
whose fascination with the fen 
landscape is a throwback to his 
childhood. He grew up in Sheffield but 
visited grandparents in Lincolnshire 
where he was surprised to find the 
environment more restricted than he 
expected.

“For a child of  six, that was difficult 
to understand but what I was 
experiencing was a consequence of  
enclosure and drainage,” he said. 
“Over time I got into natural history, 
bird watching and wildlife, I visited 
wetlands and realised what a fantastic 
habitat for wildlife they were. As a 
local authority ecologist, I spent time 
trying to create natural sites and got 
into environmental history and began 
to ask why they had disappeared.”
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When we drained the Fens 
we also created England’s 
greatest ecological disaster, 
says environmental  
expert Professor Ian 
Rotherham. MARK 
NICHOLLS meets him.

 � Fens, modern and ancient: A rainbow over a Fens field, and archaeologists work on a Bronze Age long boat unearthed along the old course of the River Nene at Must Farm quarry in Whittlesey, 
Cambridgeshire.  Main picture:  Fens tamed?: The  Cut Off Channel, one of the man-made waterways in the area.  Photos: ARCHANT/PA


