
Are we heading for a happy hat-trick of rarities in this 
corner of Cornwall – a third breeding bird success 
story?

In the last few years we have seen the arrival in or 
near the Helford of Little Egrets, first to feed and 
shelter and now to nest; and the re-arrival after 
more than 50 years’ absence of the county’s totemic 
Chough. 

In little more than 10 years Little Egrets have become 
well-established, with hundreds of nesting pairs 
nationwide. The Choughs will take a little longer, but 
have already raised 32 young on the Lizard peninsula 
in the first six years – a success rate none of us would 
have dared to expect.

So, for our next trick…. the Cattle Egret?

Since November there has been an unprecedented 
influx to our shores of these small, warm-weather 
herons. Once upon a time – a year or two ago, say! – 
the chance of seeing even a single Cattle Egret would 
fetch out every battalion of the Twitchers’ Army. But 
now…. with more than 30 of these beautiful birds 
in Cornwall quietly feeding all the way from Bude 
to Buryan, the Cattle Egret-shaped future must look 
promising.

Cattle Egrets are easy to differentiate from those Little 
Egrets already familiar along our muddy foreshores: 
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Cattle Egrets are slightly smaller but noticeably 
stockier with a stubby yellowish bill, not the long black 
dagger of their relatives – and dark, not Little Egret-
type yellow feet. Currently, they are all pure white, but 
as they move into breeding plumage they get a distinct 
yellow-ochre tinge to their breast, head and back.

But why here, why now? Food and warmer weather: 
those are the keys. This area has both (although it may 
not always seem like it, when the winter easterlies 
howl!) and Cattle Egrets are quick to profit from both.

The truth is that Cattle 
Egrets are one of the planet’s 
most successful species, 
adept at colonising new 
territory. They even made 
the leap from Africa to 
South America, so drifting 
northwards from the 
Mediterranean to Britain 
isn’t such a feat for them. 
They are already in Northern 
France, after all.

To a Cattle Egret, Cornwall, 
especially west Cornwall and 
the sheltered, rich habitats of 
the Helford, must look like 
the ideal desired residence. 
They like warm weather and 
are less tied than their other 
heron cousins to wetlands. 
These are herons you will 

more often find on meadows than on shorelines. One 
of the beautiful bird-watching sights of recent weeks 
has been viewing parties of the egrets among the 
hooves of grazing cattle; they are well-named. 
For food, they go mainly for insects – hence the 
attachment to cattle’s hooves. They will normally 
feed in loose parties, running and stabbing as insects 
or other kinds of bite-sized organisms are disturbed 
– insects, worms, flies, small frogs and so on.

Like other herons, they nest in colonies, but are not 
particularly fussy about the host greenery – part of the 
reason for the success of the species is its adaptability. 
They will use anything from tall trees to smaller 
bushes standing in water or reedbeds.

Ecologists have long forecast that the next four species 
to colonise Britain from warmer climes could be the 
tiny Zitting cisticola – possibly better known to bird-
watchers as the Fan-tailed Warbler – the slightly larger 
Great Reed Warbler, the more formidable Black Kite 
and, guess what, Cattle Egret.

This winter, the odds on Cattle Egret have certainly 
shortened considerably.

Mike Lord  Cornwall RSPB committee member
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Whilst many of us enjoy the odd crab sandwich (or 
maybe more), far fewer people have sampled the 
delights of spider crab, despite its delicious sweet 
flesh and great abundance around our coasts. Perhaps 
because of this perceived lack of commercial interest, 
there has been very little targeted research into spider 
crabs within the UK.  By contrast, a great deal of effort 
has been put into researching these animals in Spain 
where the major European fisheries are, and also in 
France, the Channel Islands and Ireland. 

There are numerous spider crab species found 
across the world from Chile to the Lebanon, with the 
heavy weight title going to a species found in Japan 
whose leg span can reach over 4 ft! In the waters of 
Cornwall and in the Helford, there will be both the 
commercially targeted spiny spider crab which can 
range in size from 50mm to 200mm along the length 
of its body, as well as the ‘true’ spider crabs which are 
delicate little creatures often only 10mm long. 

Male spiny spider crabs have a triangular, flattened 
body with large claws, whilst the females are rounder 
and have a curved flap underneath their body in 
which they store their eggs. Generally they have one 
brood of eggs per year although up to four broods 
have been reported. Usually these berried (egg 
bearing) females are not landed as their eggs clog 
up the tank filters in the lorries in which they are 
transported to mainland Europe.

Unlike many other crabs, spider crabs do not moult 
every year. Once they reach their ‘teenage’ phase in 
their second year, the females have a terminal or final 
moult, after which they do not grow any further. 
The males have one additional moult during which 
they grow their distinctively larger claws which 
are essential for defence and for successful mating. 
In a few cases, mutations occur resulting in crabs 
which have half male and half female characteristics, 
locally called ‘halfies’ in Cornwall and ‘strangers’ or 
a more non-pc term further up the south coast! In the 
population, there will be a range of different sized 
crabs which may all be of a similar age and they can 
live for up to 8 years. One interesting piece of recent 
research has used the rate at which their claws erode 
as they walk about the seabed, as a way of estimating 
their age. Younger crabs have pointed black claws 
whilst the older crabs are walking about on worn out 
stumps!

They have a complex lifecycle during which they 
undertake mass migrations annually from our coastal 
waters to deeper offshore and back again, like the 
wildebeest of our waters. The juveniles live in shallow 
rocky areas where they feed on a variety of animal 
and seaweed species. In order to hide from predators, 
they decorate their shells with seaweed and sponges 

and some species are known as ‘decorator’ crabs. 
The local name for these juveniles is ‘commandoes’, 
after soldiers’ habit of wearing camouflage on their 
helmets. Some adults also carry often large numbers 
of a parasitic sea anemone on their legs.

Once they need to moult, spider crabs will seek 
shelter and have been recorded in eelgrass beds, 
ripping up the eelgrass fronds. Newly moulted crabs 
are bright reddy orange in colour with very sharp 
spines. In Cornish waters, females will migrate into 
shallow sandy areas to mate in April and May and 
they are often found on the seabed in huge mating 
aggregations of hundreds of animals. It is at this time 
of the year that they are caught in pots and nets all 
around Cornwall but especially on the north coast. 
In the winter, they migrate offshore again and in 
Falmouth Bay, a number of local vessels from Helford 
and Cadgwith catch the larger male crabs which 
command a good price and are a welcome boost to 
winter earnings.

Once regarded as an unmarketable nuisance by 
inshore fishermen, common or spiny spider crabs now 
make up over 30% of crustacean shellfish landings 
into Cornwall. The overwhelming majority of these 
crabs are exported alive in vivier lorries to France and 
Spain as sadly, there is very little domestic demand 
for them at present. Both male and female crabs are 
eaten but the males tend to be larger, with more 
claw meat and therefore more marketable. Often, 
merchants will not accept the smallest females and 
this has led to an approach to Cornwall Sea Fisheries 
Committee to undertake some research into spider 
crab stocks during 2008, with the aim of investigating 
the merits of raising the minimum legal size from 
120mm to 130mm, the same size as the males (or 
jacks).

Sam Davis, Fisheries Officer, CSFC 

Spider crabs – the wildebeest of our waters

Jack spider crab  ©  S Davis



The Budock Vean Hotel, three times winner of 
Cornwall’s Hotel of the Year Award and Gold Award 
Winner for Green Tourism, celebrated the New Year 
with two new eco-tourism awards. 

The Budock Vean achieved Gold in the Sustainable 
Tourism Initiative of the Year category of the 
Cornwall Tourism Awards 2007. Judges were 
impressed by the Budock Vean’s strong sustainability 
ethos where care for the environment was clearly at 
the heart of operations. 

The level of commitment and thoroughness of 
sustainable practices shown by the hotel to reduce 
their environmental impact was highlighted as an 
example to other businesses in the tourism industry.

The Cornwall Sustainability Awards 2007 also named 
the Budock Vean as Medium Sized Business Winner 
for its best practices of sustainable solutions that help 
save the planet and make economic sense.

Second generation owners Martin and Amanda 
Barlow have made considerable efforts over the past 
seven years to run the hotel in an environmentally 
friendly way to benefit their native Cornwall. 

Recent initiatives are inventive and varied and 
include:

• the use of a granular organic fertiliser combined 
with mycorrhizal fungi to feed the gardens and the 
nine hole golf course.
• a clever UV dechlorination system which recycles 
every three weeks 10,000 litres of wastewater from the 
pool and the hot tub to water the gardens and the golf 
course every three weeks.
• waste water and sewage discharge occurs to 
enzyme-activated septic tanks and feeds an alder 
bed. This is a core part of a strategy to ensure that the 
Budock Vean does not pollute the Helford River as a 
result of business activities.
• The Budock Vean is totally committed to 
purchasing as many products and services as 
possible from Cornish and in particular local based 
suppliers. In 2007, the hotel spent approx £3 million 
with suppliers and 75% of this total spend was with 
suppliers within the county.
• Over 25 native species of trees and wildflowers 
have been re-introduced and the nesting boxes 
accommodate bats and wild birds.

The word is spreading and the Budock Vean has been 
listed in the top 50 greenest hotels in the UK and short 
listed in the Virgin responsible Tourism Awards. 
Martin Barlow was recently invited to advise hoteliers 
in the Isles of Scilly on best environmental practices.

The Barlows agree that ‘going green’ will never 
jeopardise their guests feel good factor and believe 
that the Budock Vean is its own best advert for the 
eco approach in this highly competitive industry. 
Guest repeat and recommended stays account for 64% 
of the bookings year on year.

And as for the future? Budock Vean is committed to 
becoming less oil dependant and plans are in hand 
to make the hotel estate a mini generator of energy 
rather than purely a user.

For further information visit www.budockvean.co.uk.

Martin & Amanda Barlow – owners Budock Vean 
Hotel

Green Tourism beside the Helford River

�

Winter sunshine trees  Martin Barlow
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NETWORKING
One of the main aims of the Helford Marine Conservation 
Group has been to link community, commerce and 
conservation in a common goal to enhance and protect 
the rich diversity of the marine wildlife of the Helford 
River. During the past year an average of 18 members and 
associates have been present at the quarterly meetings to 
consider a variety of topics relating to the sensitive use 
of the local marine environment. Specialists have come 
to exchange valuable ideas through informal discussion 
on relevant topics such as Cornwall’s shellfish stock 
surveys, scalloping in Fal Bay, mussel farming, involving 
students in marine projects, conservation in a busy 
harbour (St Mawes) and general water quality issues. The 
regeneration of the Duchy of Cornwall Oyster Farm has 
also been of interest.

Representatives of statutory organisations welcomed 
the opportunity to seek the views of local river users 
and focus on areas of mutual concern. Detailed reports 
of HMCG meetings have been circulated widely on 
request to update recipients giving them an opportunity 
to respond although being unable to attend meetings 
regularly – total 60+.  

The Group had again been involved with marine 
conservation issues on a wider front both nationally, the 
Marine Bill, and locally through direct contact with the 
Cornwall County, District and Parish Councils, Natural 
England, Environment Agency, South West Water, 
WWF (UK), the National Trust, Duchy Oyster Farm, 
Helford Moorings Officer and other River users. HMCG 
members have a place on the Fal-Helford SAC Advisory 
Group and have had an input into the Marine Protected 
Areas and Identifying Significant Areas debates, Helford 
Village Sewage Treatment Works, coastal fringe planning 
decisions and specific projects such as the Helford 
Community Quay. 
Regular reports had been received from the marine 
section of the Cornwall Wildlife Trust, the National Trust, 
Natural England, and the Environment Agency. 
Numerous telephone or email enquiries ranged from 
anxiety about scallop divers to private jetty extension 

problems, lecture bookings to national petition requests, 
concern about green algal growth to media enquiries. We 
have been very fortunate indeed that the Esmée Fairbairn 
Foundation has been so supportive of the administrative 
effort need to keep things going.
Links have been maintained with similar marine 
organisations elsewhere, Fowey, Chesil & Fleet, Portland 
& Dorset, North Devon and the newly formed Looe and 
St George’s Island VMCA.

EVENTS AND PUBLIC AWARENESS
A very wide range of monthly events included seashore 
activities, wildflower walk and dawn chorus vigil as 
well as talks on Helford woodlands, otters, bass, mud 
and tropical reefs. All were well supported except on 
the rare occasion when the weather let us down though 
the Annual Conservation Cruise once again enjoyed 
sunshine! There was no special Competition this year.
Spring and Autumn newsletters contained a wide variety 
of articles on species, people and projects.
Colourful leaflets on Woods, Oysters, Eelgrass, Bait-
digging and Birds were prepared for inclusion in the 
information packs and five more are planned. We are 
grateful to the sponsors namely the National Trust, the 
Cycleau Project, Intereg III B, the HMCG Members’ 
section and the National Marine Aquarium Grants Ltd. 
Kerrier District Council Community Grant scheme has 
kindly supported the production of the events 2008 
programme.
The main 7-board display is on show at the National Seal 
Sanctuary, Gweek which has also provided storage space 
for our equipment for which we are most grateful. 

HELFORD VMCA WEBSITE
Jayne Herbert would continue to service the HVMCA 
website although she was no longer employed by the 
Cornwall Wildlife Trust. Jayne regularly supplied 
statistics showing that an encouraging number of people 
accessed the site each month. The Helford CD can be 
purchased on-line and the extracted newsletter, events 
and news can all be accessed at  
www.helfordmarineconservation.co.uk. 

PROJECTS
Although Derek Goodwin’s Helford juvenile bass 
investigation has been scaled down he had netted the 
Helford 5 times in 3 sites, and the Fal 11 times in 5 sites 
during 2007 looking for the current year’s hatch (“0” 
group) bass. These enter the river at about below 3cm in 
size hopefully achieving nearer 4.5cm after one month.
Despite weather problems the 2007 Helford “0” group 
catch was the best achieved since the start of the project in 
1994, probably matching the good hatch in 2002 although 
they appeared to be smaller and slightly later in arriving. 
Providing they survived the winter and natural predation, 
2007 should be a strong year class. For comparison in 
2002 some 139 had been counted in the net in July at 
Bonallack whilst 293 were retrieved in only 5 mins in 2007 
at Merthen and the Helford total for 2007 was 550. Of the 
earlier year classes just 17 from 2006 were found.
In the Fal some 500 were netted at Polingey on 15th Aug. 
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2002, but since then this site had not been productive 
but 252 were caught at the entrance of Ruan Creek on 
the 13th Sept. 2007, the best catch for this site since 2000. 
The Fal total of 565 bass “0” group for the year 2007, 
also indicated a very good year class, and probably 
comparable to 2002. Earlier year classes were represented 
by 2006 – 7, 2004 –2, 2002 – 4. He thanked all his netting 
helpers, particularly Kevin Bennetts and Nigel Knight.
The failure of DEFRA to increase the national 
Minimum Landing Size for bass from 36cm has been a 
disappointment. 

Trigging studies had continued on the Good Friday cockle 
collection activities.

Volunteer diver 
Tony Sutton’s 
reports from 
the HVMCA 
subtidal eelgrass 
beds indicated 
their substantial 
expansion. He 
had also found 
a species of 
large sea hare, 

Aplysia depilans, seldom seen on our shores and had been 
checking on the progress of a large and rare Fan Mussel 
Atrina fragilis.  
Pamela Tompsett had continued to record small patches 
of intertidal eelgrass returning to Bar Beach, Helford 
Passage. With her biological recording hat on, she and a 
colleague, Dr Paul Gainey, were currently updating the 
marine section of the 1996 Red Data Book for Cornwall & 
the Isles of Scilly which included information on the rarer 
flora and fauna of the Helford VMCA.

THANKS
When I first did some Helford shore work in 1986 and 

soon after took over from our marine guru Stella Turk in 
organising and taking minutes for the HVMCA meetings, 
I certainly did not foresee that I should still be here in 
2008. However the Helford River with all its wonderful 
marine species and habitats and especially the people 
who love it, quite captivated me and probably always 
will. 

Nevertheless after so many years it is time for me to hand 
over to someone else who will I am quite sure find as 
much pleasure as I have done in keeping the Group going 
with the help of so many different people. This will I hope 
allow me more time to spend on the shore observing, 
recording and taking pictures so I should like to thank 
most sincerely everyone who has been so helpful over the 
years and I wish the 
Group well for the 
future.

Pamela E Tompsett   
retiring Helford MC 
Group Co-ordinator
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a) It is my great pleasure 
to introduce the new face 
of Rhiannon Mather who 
will be taking over many 
of my responsibilities by 
May. Rhiannon, who will 
be returning to live at 
Mawgan, was at school in 
Helston before obtaining 
a BSc in Marine Science at 
Southampton. Subsequently 
she has completed the field 
work for a PhD at Liverpool 

and will be writing-up the results of her marine 
research for submission by the autumn.

b) We offer our congratulations to Ruth and Jeremy 
on the birth of their second son, Benjamin Barnaby, 
2nd February 2008. He is much admired and is now 
being cared for by big brother Joseph aged 2yr.!

People 
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On Wednesday 20th February, 20 key representatives 
from Looe met at the Guildhall to discuss the future 
of Looe’s Voluntary Marine Conservation Area in the 
first of, hopefully, many Looe VMCA management 
meetings. The evening was organised as part of the 
Cornwall Wildlife Trusts ‘Discovering the Wonders 
of Looe’s Marine Heritage’ project, which is focusing 
on and utilizing the VMCA. The project, which is 
funded by the Heritage Lottery, aims to liaise and 
work with the local community and schools to inform 
and engage them about the value of the marine 
environment and its ecological importance. In doing 
so we aim to promote and 
nurture local awareness and 
responsibility for the well being 
of the marine environment and 
appreciation of its importance 
and value both as a wildlife, 
and a vital economic, resource.
The project started back in 
October of 2007, and after 
a busy 4 months is now in 
full swing delivering a wide 
ranging programme of school 
visits, community workshops, 
guided walks, Seashore Safaris 
and similar events based 

around the VMCA. This will give people of all ages 
and abilities the chance to explore and learn about 
this very special place. To date, over 30 school trips 
are booked in between April to July, resulting in over 
500 children visiting Looe Island as well as mainland 
visits to Hannafore Point. 22 community events have 
been organized, the most recent being a rockpool arts 
and crafts afternoon which had an attendance of over 
50 people. In addition to the education and outreach 
programme, a volunteer group of over 50 members 
has been established to survey and monitor the 
VMCA, to assess the quality of the area, and to track 

changes in the future.
With such a positive start and 
strong community support, 
the project can only go from 
strength to strength, so watch 
this space! To find out more 
about events, volunteering 
opportunities, or the project 
itself and how you may be 
able to get involve please 
contact Abigail Crosby, 
Marine Education Officer, 
on 07917 765581 or email on 
abby@cornwt.demon.co.uk

It is now 20 years since the Helford Voluntary Marine 
Conservation Area was set up and designated after a 
controversial start when users of the river feared that this 
would interfere with their ‘historic’ rights and usage.
Under the guidance of Dr Norman Holme and Mrs 
Stella Turk MBE, a working party of marine experts, 
representatives of councils, water and fisheries authorities, 
National Trust, Duchy of Cornwall and other adjacent 
landowners, recreational and business users was created. 
Next, funding was obtained to carry out an historical and 
marine survey which revealed some significant changes 
and established a baseline for future monitoring.
This work has continued to the present day, organised 
by Dr Pamela Tompsett, the co-ordinator of the Group 
and main fund-raiser, who has encouraged many marine 
biologists both young and old to look at a wide range 
of species and habitats. Much of the survey work has 
been carried out by Pamela with various helpers and 
the information has been assembled and the findings 
published ensuring that the Helford wildlife continues to 
be well recorded.
At this time it is appropriate to look back on what has been 
achieved. Our first objective was to establish the existing 
condition of what is a working river and to see if there 
were any ways in which it could be improved. Hopefully 
the fears of river users that this was just an interfering body 
have been allayed and we have now moved on to a wider 

dissemination of 
information about 
the fascinating 
marine wildlife encouraging the users and general public 
to take an interest in its sustainable use for the future. 
A large grant gave us the services of Ruth Williams, as 
Ranger for two years with new display boards, CD-ROM 
and the extensive involvement of the local schools. The 
original working group continues with quarterly meetings 
providing a forum for managers and users to exchange 
views, whilst in 2002, a Members’ Section was formed with 
a public membership rising to 240+ supporting the events 
programme and the wider understanding of the HVMCA 
in the community.
Pamela has now decided that she should retire and a 
successor is being sought to take over the necessary 
background organisation. The HVMCA group is held 
in high esteem by the participating bodies and similar 
organisations countrywide and this must largely be 
attributed to Pamela’s tireless efforts and attention to detail.
For me it has been a privilege and a pleasure to chair this 
group from its inception to my retirement a few years ago 
and to work with Pam was an undiluted pleasure despite 
the fact that she stirred me out of my natural indolence.

W L Collins, Vice Chairman Helford Marine 
Conservation Group

�0 years on!

DISCOVERING THE WONDERS OF LOOE’S MARINE HERITAGE



Having recently become very much more interested in 
the beetles, Coleoptera, of Cornwall, I have looked for 
some that actually live between high and low water 
marks, inhabiting rock crevices where, presumably, 
small pockets of trapped air enable them to survive 
when the tide is in.

In summer 2006 several visits 
were made to the shores 
between Prisk Cove and The 
Bar, Helford Passage to look 
for the two particular small 
beetles Aepus robinii and 
Aepus marinus – no common 
names. My first visit to Prisk 
Cove involved moving ‘slabs’ 
of loose rock to reveal the 
sand-filled rock crevices 
below. This specialised 
habitat revealed a whole 
variety of different animals 
– centipedes, gastropds (snail 
like molluscs) and mites 
to name but a few. A short 
search of one crevice yielded 
a pale, yellow-brown 2-
3mm beetle. This was Aepus 
robinii characterised by eyes 
protruding slightly from the 
side of its head and smooth, 
lobed wing cases with 3 or 
4 very long stiff hairs on 

each. Also present in the crevice were large numbers 
of the familiar grey-blue collembola (springtails) 
Anurida maritima, often seen as ‘rafts’ in rock pools, 
on which the beetles probably feed. Aepus robinii is a 
Nationally Scarce (B) species with a more southern 
European distribution extending from southern 
Britain along the Atlantic coast of France and Spain to 
the Mediterranean area.

Although the second 
and somewhat rarer A. 
marinus was not found 
then, two other interesting 
and rare species, the 
pseudoscorpion Neobisium 
maritimum and the bizarre 
and somewhat obscure 
Echiuran worm Thalassema 
thalassemum were found 
sharing the same habitat 
as A. robinii. The greatly 
enlarged and pincer-like 
second pair of appendages 
of Neobisium maritimum 
give it a superficail appearance of a tail-less scorpion, 
hence the name pseudo-scorpion. N. maritimum 

is about 3mm long and is a rich olive-brown in 
colour. This Nationally Scarce (A) species is perhaps 
nowhere more common in Britain than on the Cornish 
coastline.
Thalassema thalassemum, 
an obscure, unsegmented 
‘worm’ also prefers mud 
and sand filled crevices 
especially on the lower 
shore. The main body 
is 2-3 cm long with an 
extensible proboscis  1 
– 20 cm long, tapering 
to a point, altogether a 
rather strange animal! A 
provisionally Nationally 
Scarce species it occurs 
northwards from the 
Mediterranean to 
southern Britain where 
they are relatively 
common in Cornwall and 
Devon but very rare elsewhere.

The second Aepus beetle,  A marinus, was later 
found on or about the high water mark between the 
Ferryboat Inn and The Bar. Whereas this does occur 
as part of the rock crevice fauna its preferred habitat 
is under stones lying flat on fine sand or shingle. This 
Nationally Scarce (B) and Biodiversity Action Plan 
(BAP) species has a much more restricted distribution 
range extending from southern Norway along the 
English Channel to northern Brittany. About the same 
size and colour as A.robinii it has greatly reduced, 
non-protruding eyes, and square-cut downy wing-
cases.
  
Since the original search for the above species they 
have been found in good numbers throughout the 
search area, yet a further piece of evidence of the 
importance of the Helford Estuary, and near confines, 
for rare and interesting species!  
N.B. After removing the loose ‘slabs’ of rock and 
examining the rock crevices beneath, each slab was 
replaced carefully in exactly the original position.

Dr Paul A Gainey

�

HELFORD DIARY  -  Rock Crevice Fauna 
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Membership Chairman’s Newsletter, Spring 2008.
Since our last Newsletter the activities of the H.M.C.G. 
have continued apace with successful indoor events 
over the past six months. We had a record attendance 
of over 170 members and others at the illustrated talk 
given by Dr Oliver Rackham, “The Helford Woodlands 
- 20 years on”. I would like to thank all the Members’ 
Committee for ensuring that the hall is always open 
and well prepared with seating, heating, displays in 
place and screen rigged. Special thanks to Margaret 
Burford for the provision of refreshments.

With Pamela Tompsett’s retirement at the AGM, the 
onus of planning and organising the annual events will 
fall to a new Members’ Events sub-committee, chaired 
by Dr Paul Garrard. I am pleased to report that Ruth 
Williams has agreed to join this sub-group. She will be 
invaluable, for she is an expert on the river, a member 
of the HVMCA group, a former education officer 
employed by the HVMCA and currently employed 
by Cornwall Wildlife Trust organisation. She will be a 
great asset to the Events team.
Our expenses increase each year and as you will 
see from our balance sheet, published at the AGM, 
costs include insurance, hire of venues, payment to 
speakers, printing (newsletters, events leaflets, posters, 

etc) postage and associated office and miscellaneous 
expenses. We are concerned that our outgoings do 
not exceed our income. In this respect I’m pleased to 
tell you that we have at last found a HMCG member, 
Charles Richardson, an investment banker and from 
this summer a permanent resident of Mawnan, who 
would be pleased to be nominated at the AGM as 
a committee member to act as Funding secretary. 
He would approach local businesses in the hope of 
persuading them to become a corporate member or 
sponsor of the HMCG members section.
More members would naturally help to increase our 
income, but there is a conundrum caused by any large 
increase in numbers. Indoor events are no problem but 
in respect of some outdoor activities, for example, bird 
watching, perhaps prior booking would help.
I’m sad to report that Jenna Oakes has decided to resign 
from the committee of which she has been a valuable 
member since our inauguration. The jobs she has taken 
on have always been meticulously and thoroughly 
completed, in particular in her role as schools relations 
officer. The committee will miss her, but I’m sure she 
will help when she is able.
In my last letter I reported on the sinking and the 
recovery of Chris Bean’s local fishing boat, “Lady 
Hamilton” and the hope that her repair would be 
economic. I’m pleased to report that her rebuild is 
almost complete. The quality of workmanship in 
her rebuild is remarkable and she should now more 
accurately be classified as a fishing yacht - all the work 
of three young boat builders; Mark Harris. Carl Austin 
and Barnaby Sheppard. All the old skills have not been 
lost.
Just a reminder that you have until Saturday. 18th 
October to take part in our photographic competition 
with your photographs relating to the Helford River. 
Please take part – details in the current events leaflet.
The H.M.C.G. Annual General Meeting will be held on 
Saturday, 15th March, but as some people will not be 
able to attend there will be a synopsis of the meeting 
with this newsletter.
With Pamela’s retirement as co-ordinator of the 
H.V.M.C.A. group we thank her for all her hard work, 
dedication and enthusiasm and we wish her all the 
very best for the future. We shall miss her. However, 
we have been fortunate indeed in finding a successor. 
Her name is Rhiannon Mather, a highly qualified and 
personable young woman whom you will no doubt 
have the pleasure in meeting in due course. We wish 
her every success and will do our best to help her settle 
into her new and demanding job

David Nightingale. February. 2008.
PS. Paul Garrard requests that if you have ideas of what 
you would like us to consider for inclusion in future 
Events Leaflets, please let us know.

Helford MCG Members’ Section  

Pamela E Tompsett
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A good many of you may have noticed a large 
number of swans now resident in St Anthony, Gillan 
Bay and up Carne Creek, so I thought it worth an 
update from my last article in 2004.

In brief, for those completely unaware, for years 
beyond many memories, Carne Creek had had just 
one pair of swans, who chased off any other swans 
and whose nests and eggs were always washed away 
(they had no tidal sense whatsoever), so no young 
ones.

Many locals had talked about constructing a nest site, 
but never actually did it, until Joy Ferguson raised the 
height of the current nest, and one egg miraculously 
survived a partial flooding, becoming our first ever 
cygnet in 50 years or more.
Sadly, he died after a dog attack, but several of us 
were galvanised into constructing a solid wooden nest 
site, on the tiny island the swans often used at the 
very head of Carne creek, but this time it was built 
above the highest tide, and finished before the 2003 
breeding season.
To the delight of all the interested local inhabitants, 
they used this nest site, and produced seven cygnets 
that year, although only two cygnets survived to 
adulthood.
In 2004 another clutch was raised, initially six this 
time, of which four survived to adulthood.  
Again in 2005 there was another successful brood, 
with another three or four surviving to adulthood.  
In each case, the parent birds chased the ‘teenagers’ 
away before the next breeding season.  They were still 
around however, mostly down in St Anthony.  The 
two 2003 cygnets had also teamed up with another 
couple, possibly from the Helford swans, who had 
always been a large group.

In 2006, tragedy struck.  Whilst the 
female was already sitting on her eggs, 
the cob was killed by a dog.  It couldn’t 
have been a worse time, as the female 
never seemed to come off her eggs, 
relying on her partner to bring her food.  
In some way it was hoped and expected 
that she would desert her eggs.  But 
no she didn’t, and locals rallied round 
and fed her on the nest, and incredibly 
she not only hatched seven cygnets, 
but single-handedly reared the largest 
number – some six – to adulthood! 

Since then, with no partner, there 
was no nest built in 2007, and all her 
previous youngsters, and their friends 
too, have joined forces to make a group 
of anything up to, sometimes over, 
twenty swans, which are not the same 
group seen in Helford, although I don’t 
doubt they sometimes mix.

The island nest is still standing, but whether our 
original swan will find herself a mate this year 
remains to be seen.  Early days yet as they breed late.  
In that first year I noted the first eggs were laid in mid 
April.

Quite what would then happen to our large group 
will be very interesting!

Prue Towner

Flotilla of swans    J Ferguson

Swan and cygnets   P Towner

SWANS IN CARNE CREEK -  �008 UPDATE 
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We had some fantastic news yesterday, as a direct result of 
the British Seahorse Survey run by The Seahorse trust both 
British Seahorses have named protection under the Wildlife 
and Countryside Act (1981). Not only are the Seahorses 
protected but also the habitat they live in. 
I would like to give a massive thanks to all those who have 
helped and supported the survey to make this possible. 
This is the statement from Joan Ruddock Minister for 
Biodiversity: 
“The water vole together with the angel shark, roman 
snail, spiny seahorse, and short-snouted seahorse will 
gain protection against being killed, injured, or taken from 
the wild from 6 April. They will join the list of wildlife 
species such as the otter and grass snake that already enjoy 
protection under the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981. 
In addition, the possession or selling of the water vole, 
short-snouted seahorse, spiny seahorse and roman snail 
will become an offence. It will also become an offence to 
damage or obstruct the short-snouted and spiny seahorses’ 
place of shelter or disturb them in their place of shelter.”

Good news from Neil Garrick-Maidment 

The Lizard Peninsula Heritage Trust, a registered 
charity formerly known as ‘Friends of the Lizard’ 
from its origins in 1997 until 2005, has published a 
new promotional leaflet with grant-aid from Kerrier 
District Council’s Community Grant budget. The 
leaflet sets out the Trust’s evolving wide interest in 
all matters that contribute to the natural, historic and 
man-made environment of the Lizard Peninsula, 
with the twin aims of seeking their protection and 
enhancement, while promoting their understanding 
and enjoyment.

Chairman of the Trust, David Richardson from 
Coverack, said “This general leaflet is the first in 
this year’s publications series. Subsequent titles 
will include ‘Conservation Areas’ and ‘Historic 
Buildings’, followed by ‘Archaeology’ and ‘Parks 
& Gardens’ probably in the following year. We 
hope that it will give both residents and visitors a 
brief introduction to the very special environmental 
qualities of the Lizard Peninsula, but also an insight 
to our aims and objectives.”

Kerrier District Council’s portfolio holder for 
Leisure, Arts & Culture, Cllr Loveday Jenkin, 
said “We are delighted to have supported this 
publications initiative by the Lizard Trust, which 
will increase the public’s awareness of this unique 

part of Kerrier’s area. It is important that we all work 
together to protect and enhance our environmental 
heritage.”
Kerrier's community grant scheme offers grants 
of up to £2000 to support community groups that 
aspire to the Council's Community Strategy and 
the work of the Environment team. The grants 
are designed to increase participation in cultural 
activities, sport/active recreation, encourage 
increased use of Kerrier's open spaces and support 
the aspirations of Parish and Town plans. For further 
information or an application form, please contact 
Kerrier's Regeneration team on 01209 614061 or by 
email at regeneration@kerrier.gov.uk.

The leaflet, with membership details, will be freely 
available at various public outlets 
in Helston and the Lizard area, or 
by contacting David Richardson 
on 01326 280058 or by Email at 
d813richardson@btinternet.com

David Richardson 
Coverack TR12 6TP 
Chairman, Lizard Peninsula 
Heritage Trust 
Registered Charity No 1092934

THE LIZARD PENINSULA HERITAGE TRUST

Hippocampus guttulatus 
© F.Apesteguy 
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Reminder
Photographic Competition �008  

Celebrating �0 years of the Helford VMCA

1. Physical features - which may include cliffs, beaches, mud flats, creeks

2. Biological features - marine and shore plants, fish, shore life, birds, etc.

3. Human activities - either commercial or recreational such as fishing, sailing, rowing, holiday 
pursuits and also the damaging impact associated with pollution, over-use of an area, etc.

4. Children’s Section - open to children under the age of eleven on 18th October 2008, their 
view/interpretation of the Helford River

The best pictures will be added to the HVMCA Website and an exhibition of 
the work will be on show at the “Celebrating 20 yrs of the HVMCA” meeting 

7.30 p.m. Sat. 18th October 2008, Gweek Village Hall

 Please identify your work clearly with your name and address and all relevant information about the picture. 
Bring entries to the Gweek Village Hall for judging between 10 a.m. and noon Sat. 18th October 2008

Entry forms and details available from Jenna Oakes Photographic Competition
Boskenwyn Chapel, Gweek, Helston TR12 7AB

Contacts: Jenna 01326 572 995    
or Prue  01326 281 230

The Gulfweed Crab is always in motion
As its whole life is spent on the ocean
Its larvae must hitch a life-time lift
On wood, weed or, now, plastic drift
Borne nor’east by current and breeze.
They may reach us from warmer seas
With no return ticket they are destined to die
Chilled in our waters or left high and dry.

Author’s notes 
Traditionally this crab was carried on floating seaweed 
Sagassum natans or S. fluitans from the Sargasso Sea. 
Commonly known as the Gulfweed or Floating Crab, 
it is also called Columbus Crab because Christopher 
Columbus was said to know that he was approaching 
land When he saw this crab clinging to seaweed!
This verse was prompted when Steve Trewhella found 
the very first Dorset record for this species when a 
number of them were found clinging to plastic and 
others were inside some wood. Hearing of this, Paul 
Gainey looked more carefully at plastic debris covered 
with goose-barnacles and soon found them on more 
than one Cornish shore. These were the first Cornish 
records for a century. After this was published, 
Jane Darke found one and another was reported by 
Paul Semmens and Martin Eliot. Three specimens 
discovered by sharp-eyed Gilan Goodall were taken to 
the Blue Reef Aquarium where I believe they are still 
living. 

Life on the Ocean Wave: going nowhere in particular 


