
EDP Weekend � November 30, 2013  5

   destroyed a natural wonderland
across the region from Peterborough to 
Ely and other low-lying parts of  
Cambridgeshire, into South 
Lincolnshire and east into Norfolk. It 
looks at the history, the natural 
features and wildlife that have gone.

Professor Rotherham said that there 
were huge wetlands beyond most 
people’s comprehension and the 
amount of  wildlife that has 
disappeared is “almost unimaginable 
compared to what is there today” on 
the few areas of  fen that remain or 
restored wetlands. 

Countless wild flowers, plants, 
insects, mammals and other species 
also disappeared with drainage, such as 
Fen ragwort. Restoration is going on in 
large areas of  North Lincolnshire and 
Humberside, in Wicken Fen near Ely 
(as pictured on our front cover), and 
pockets of  Norfolk with areas of  
wetland being preserved or re-created, 
in Norfolk Wildlife Trust projects, for 
example. 

Wicken Fen remains a prime example 
of  preserved fen, a place where today 
there are species almost unique on the 
planet. In contrast Whittlesea Mere, 
until the 1850s the biggest natural lake 
in southern England and popular for 
skating and sledging in winter, has 
disappeared.

The book explores the people who 
drained that landscape; people such as 
Vermuyden and those who followed 
who continued to drain the land – 
Walloons, Dutch, Huguenots. It looks at 
how Charles I was forced to drain the 
Fens because he could not get money 
from Parliament, an issue which 
triggered the English Civil War, though 
he notes that when Cromwell won, he 
also actively drained The Fens.

Professor Rotherham also examines 

what the future may hold for the fens.
“While we have produced such a 

productive landscape through drainage, 
it is not possible to sustain it,” he 
claimed. “In the past, before they were 
drained, the fens were also incredibly 
productive; people who lived there had 
abundant food and were well fed.

“My argument is that it was a more 
productive landscape then and one that 
was sustainable. I also believe that 
climate change is partly caused by the 
changed landscape and ecologists 
believe that the ecology is no longer 
responding to the challenges of  climate 
change.

“That is why I have described the 
drainage of  the fens as a massive 
disaster; I am not saying we should try 
to put it back – because we cannot – but 
what I am really trying to do is to raise 
awareness of  what is a catastrophic 
level of  loss.”

A major problem, he suggested, is 
that with ground water being drained 
out of  the land, the land sinking and 
sea level rising, the areas drained by 
agricultural use are not sustainable 
and are at risk from flooding.

Professor Rotherham added: “While 
my book is academic, I also want it to 
be accessible to all kinds of  people and 
raise awareness of  the issues and 
encourage people to get involved in 
projects because we have to think about 
the future of  these areas for our 
children, grandchildren and great 
grandchildren.

“I do also want to identify the 
amazing history of  the fens; a history 
which people have simply forgotten.”

 � The Lost Fens – England’s Greatest 
Ecological Disaster is published by  The 
History Press, £17.99.

Paradise maintained: Wicken Fen

 � The National Trust’s oldest 
nature reserve, Wicken Fen near 
Ely is England’s most famous fen.

 � In fact it is of European 
importance, with its wetlands 
supporting an astonishing 8,500 
species, including a spectacular 
array of plants, birds and 
dragonflies. Hen harriers, water 
voles and bitterns are among the 
treats in store at this iconic reserve 
- a living, but poignant, reminder of 
the lush and vast fens that once 
dominated our corner of the British 
landscape.

 � Look out for the Konik ponies, 
introduced in 2001 to help manage 
the fen in a sustainable way.  It is 
about 4,000 years since the last 
wild pony herds roamed the area.

 � www.nationaltrust.org.uk

 � Winter in the Fens 
and Gathering 
leeches - two of the 
images in Prof Ian 
Rotherham’s book 
The Lost Fens.  


