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1. Introduction 

Richard Phillips, Secretary, Friends of Petersfield Heath 

 

This edition begins with an introductory message from Tim Howes, the Chairman of the Friends of 

Petersfield Heath (FoPH), followed by a moving tribute to our former committee colleague and 

Chairman, Richard Warton, who sadly passed away in August. Richard’s energy, professional 

expertise and friendship are hugely missed by us all and will be a great loss to the wider Petersfield 
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community. The newsletter also includes updates on the work of the FoPH volunteers on managing 

the heath’s ecosystem, an article by Robin Hart, the Petersfield Tree Warden, on the Nordmann Fir 

and its association with Christmas, a contribution from Alf Smallbone on the birds seen around the 

heath and pond over the summer, a ‘Spotter’s Guide to the Seeds, Nuts, Fruits & Berries of 

Petersfield Heath’ photographed and compiled by Mark Greef and an introduction to the newly 

appointed Petersfield Ranger. Last, but by no means least, there is a moving and inspirational 

account by another FoPH committee colleague, Gavin Thomas, on his recent participation as a 

Baton Bearer as part of the Baton of Hope Tour 25 in Portsmouth. A trigger warning is necessary 

here as the article mentions the work carried out by the Baton of Hope on suicide prevention in the 

UK.  

 

We always welcome the participation of Friends of Petersfield Heath members interested in 

volunteering with our weekly heath management work groups (see Page 5). We are also currently 

working with Jacob Gibson, the new Petersfield Ranger (see Page 7) to get some wildlife surveys 

underway on the heath. If anyone is interested either in joining the work groups though the autumn 

and spring and/or participating in mammal, reptile, butterfly or bird surveys during the spring and 

summer months they are invited to contact Jordan Bleach, the Vice-Chair & Work Party Leader of the 

Friends of Petersfield Heath (vicechair.foph@outlook.com). 

 

Stop Press: Just before going to press Jacob scheduled a Citizen 

Science Harvest Mouse survey at 1pm on Sunday 7th of December. 

Anyone interested in participating can apply for a spot through the link 

below: 

https://www.eventbrite.com/e/citizen-science-volunteer-day-tickets-

1960726237959?aff=oddtdtcreator 

 

 

We would also be pleased to hear from any Friends of Petersfield Heath members interested in 

joining the FoPH committee. As a committee member you can contribute to discussions concerning 

the management of the heath, its ecosystem, and its wildlife, and perhaps even consider becoming 

an officer of the committee and assist with the management and administration of the FoPH.  We 

normally meet as a committee about 4 times a year. Committee members are formally elected at the 

Annual General Meeting, which normally takes place in late May or early June, but we can always 

co-opt new committee members, pending their formal election. If anybody would like to consider 

joining the committee, or to discuss the possibility, they are invited to contact me either via the FoPH 

website or using the contact details at end of this newsletter. 

mailto:vicechair.foph@outlook.com
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/citizen-science-volunteer-day-tickets-1960726237959?aff=oddtdtcreator
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/citizen-science-volunteer-day-tickets-1960726237959?aff=oddtdtcreator
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2. Message from the Chair  

Tim Howes, Chair, Friends of Petersfield Heath 

 

We will greatly miss Richard Warton, our former Chairman, the huge influence that he had on the 

management of the heath and its ecosystem, and the friendly encouragement he constantly gave to 

his colleagues on the committee of the Friends of Petersfield Heath. His loss will be felt very deeply, 

and we continue to send our sympathies and good wishes to his wife, Heidrun, and family. 

 

Excellent work over the summer, led by Jordon Bleach with a dedicated group of volunteers, ensured 

that when the regular work parties got underway in September, the bracken clearance was 

significantly less demanding, and the growth of heather much more extensive, than had been the 

case in previous years. As a group we look forward very much to working collaboratively with the 

newly appointed Petersfield Ranger, Jacob Gibson, working with Petersfield Town Council. We also 

look forward to continuing the close working relationship we have with Petersfield Town Council. 

Chris Paige, the Town Mayor, has been very supportive of our work and our new liaison councillor, 

Councillor Anne Stephenson, has already been out helping with the volunteer work parties this year. 

 

Thank you to those members who were able to join us for our AGM in the Rose Room of the 

Petersfield Town Hall on 20 May. Our speaker was Margaret Paren OBE, the Chair of CPRE 

Hampshire and formerly the first Chair of the South Downs National Park Authority. Margaret had 

played a pivotal role in the campaign to establish the South Downs as a National Park. Her excellent 

and informative talk on “The Creation of the South Downs National Park” drew heavily on the book 

The Fight for the South Downs, which she had edited.  

 

We are grateful to members for the efforts they have made to ensure the new subscription rates, 

which were increased for 2025/26 for the first time since the Friends of the Heath was established 

almost 30 years ago, have been adjusted on their standing orders. This will help ensure that we can 

balance the books and make some allowance for unexpected events and expenses. If you haven’t 

yet managed to do this, it would be helpful if you could do so in good time for the next financial year. 

To remind you, the revised annual rates are as follows: Single Membership - £10; Family 

Membership - £15; Group/Corporate membership - £20. 

 

I would like to thank all members for their continued interest and encouragement to the group, we 

very much value your input and contributions. I’m looking forward to another good year for the 

Friends of Petersfield Heath. 
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3. Richard Warton (12 May 1944 – 4 August 2025) 

Robin Hart, Petersfield Tree Warden and Committee Member, Friends of Petersfield Heath 

  

Richard, whose parents were resident on the Isle of Wight, was born in a maternity home in Havant 

on 12th May 1944. He died at his home in Petersfield on 4th August 2025. His life-long journey ended 

back in Havant, where his cremation took place on 29th August. 

  

Richard’s life adventure includes a spell at a boarding school in 

Norfolk, where he had a pet jackdaw which drew him to engage 

with and care for nature. During his childhood in Bedford, 

scouting encouraged him to explore the natural world through 

camping, an interest later developed through climbing for 

pleasure in the mountains. In 1962, for health reasons, his 

mother required a tropical lifestyle, and he accompanied her in 

Nairobi for a short time during her recovery.  

  

On their return to England, Richard worked for the Forestry 

Commission which put him in good stead for his subsequent work in a St Albans horticultural 

business growing plants for the nursery trade. It was here that he met an au pair from Germany, 

working in Harpenden, called Heidrun. A love match resulted followed by marriage in August 

1971. Richard then took a job in Ditchling setting up poly tunnels for commercial growers, prior to 

working as a Special Needs Instructor for East Sussex County Council at Middleton Manor.  

  

For the sake of their three children’s schooling, Heidrun and Richard then moved to Forest Row 

where the children attended the Michael Hall Rudolf Steiner School. It was here that Richard and 

Heidrun managed a boarding house for the school over the following four years. Not too far 

away was Weir Wood Reservoir on the River Medway, where sailing was introduced to his life and 

leading him to take the RYA Master Certificate. For a short while a small cabin yacht named Valerie 

Anne was kept near Bosham for local sailing. Their love of sailing eventually became a great calling 

for a change of lifestyle and a 42-foot cutter-rigged Bermuda mainsail yacht called Maid of Wyven 

was to become their home. Out from the river Orwell near Ipswich they sailed to Portugal and into the 

Mediterranean Sea, sailing its full extent and spending the next five to six years living at sea. The 

return journey was by way of French canals to emerge at Honfleur, from where they crossed the 

Channel to Portsmouth Harbour. 
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By 2008 their final home was in Heath Road, near to Petersfield Heath, by which time Richard’s 

passionate interest in nature, acquired years earlier, came back to him. Heidrun was first to join the 

Friends of Petersfield Heath Committee in January 2014 when she became Members Secretary. 

Richard was welcomed onto the Committee in November of the same year. It so happened that a 

new Chairman was being sought at that time. Richard willingly volunteered and was elected 

Chairman at the AGM on 28th April 2015. A Pond Working Party was also set up in that year 

which he also became a member of.  

  

The evidence of badgers living on the Heath was a project he set up with cameras to record their 

activity as well as other wildlife.  A great challenge for Richard since that time has been to enhance 

the ecology of the pond through improvements in the growing of phragmites reed beds which were in 

an ailing state and critically important plant for the pond ecosystem. He kept meticulous records of 

water levels through the seasons as evidence of water gain and loss over time. 

  

Having served diligently as Chairman for over eight years, Richard decided to step aside on 

13th November 2023 although he remained on the committee as a back bencher.  His dedication and 

attention to so many aspects of the care of the ecosystem, in particular the Heath and Pond will be 

very sadly missed by many of his circle of friends. His enthusiasm and knowledge was a wonderful 

asset which was shared to the benefit of many. 

 

4. FoPH Early-Season Work Party Summary 2025-2026 

Jordan Bleach, Vice-Chair & Work Party Leader, Friends of Petersfield Heath 

 

Throughout the summer, our dedicated volunteers have been out most Sundays undertaking a 

variety of practical habitat management tasks for the benefit of the heath! One of the main tasks 

during the summer was in relation to our annual bracken control programme. This encourages the 

spread of heather - which is great for a whole host of invertebrates as well as common lizards – 

whilst, at the same, maintaining the open nature of the site. A big thank you to Aspire Pharma, a 

Petersfield based pharmaceutical company, who have for the last four years undertaken several 

summer volunteering sessions alongside us controlling the bracken. We are very grateful for their 

continued help! 
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The other main task undertaken during the 

summer was the dredging and clearance of the 

pond overflow ditch. This needs to be done most 

years to maintain the flow of the water along its 

stretch. This prevents stagnation (and the 

associated smells!), provides a good lotic habitat 

for wildlife and helps to maintain access to the 

path running alongside the ditch. This year, this 

task also included the excavation of several 

buried and blocked drainage pipes, which should 

assist the drainage of the amenity areas of the 

heath. 

 

Our regular work parties have been out again every Sunday with our amazing team since the end of 

August. The tasks so far have included the continuation of our bracken control program, as well as 

the cutting and removal of the arisings from our newly created wildflower area near Sussex Road car 

park. The cutting and removal of the grass at this time of year helps to weaken the grass species, 

allowing for the wildflowers to get a better grip on the area. It also keeps nutrient levels low, 

preventing the spread of domineering species such as bramble and nettle. 

Having been excavated at the ditch end, the pipes 
immediately began to continue their work draining 
the damp areas of the heath. 

Our team hard at work clearing the bracken from 
around the heather. 

The heather looking great after our team had 
cleared the bracken away! 

The ditch now cleared by our team of hard-
working volunteers. 
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A big thank you must go out to our entire volunteer 

team! You all do an amazing job, and I hear very 

regularly from members of the public who appreciate 

what you all do. We are all looking forward to a 

productive rest of the season! 

 

 

 

 

 

5.  

6. Meet the new Petersfield Ranger! 

Jacob Gibson, Petersfield Ranger 

 

“Originally from North Yorkshire, I have loved exploring the British Countryside since I was a child 

often via a kayak or through the lens of a camera. After graduating from 

the University of Plymouth with an Environmental Science degree I 

began my career as a Wildlife Officer in the Quantock Hills National 

Landscape, with a focus on nature conservation and community 

engagement. This past summer I worked as a Heathland Engagement 

Ranger for the South Downs National Park before joining Petersfield 

Town Council as the Petersfield Ranger. 

 

I am particularly enthusiastic about making nature accessible to all people, being connected to nature 

is so important for everyone and I wholeheartedly believe in the amazing benefits to our wellbeing. 

I am looking forward to protecting and enhancing the amazing greenspaces of Petersfield and the 

connected wider landscape. Heathlands hold a special place in my heart, especially after several 

years monitoring adder populations and I am excited to assist in the historic heritage of Petersfield 

Heath after being involved in several community archaeology projects in Somerset. I aim to harness 

the passion for nature of the Petersfield residents through 

community engagement, more volunteer opportunities and drive 

forward projects that improve biodiversity and support climate 

change initiatives.” 

Our team having cut the grass on the 
wildflower meadow and removed the 
arisings. 
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7. Spotter’s Guide to the Seeds, Nuts, Fruits & Berries of Petersfield Heath 

Photographs by Mark Greef, Committee Member, Friends of Petersfield Heath 

 

 

 

 

 

  

English (Common) Oak 

– Quercus robur 
Holly – Ilex aquifolium Hazel – Corylus 

avellana 

Hawthorn – Crataegus 

monogyna 

Blackthorn (Sloe) – 

Prunus spinosa 

Rowan (Mountain Ash) 

– Sorbus aucuparia 

Broom – Cytisus 

scoparius 

Spindle – Euonymus 

europaeus 

Common Yew – Taxus 

baccata 

Scots Pine – Pinus 

sylvestris 

Common Elder – 

Sambucus nigra 

Honeysuckle – Lonicera 

periclymenum 

Guelder-rose – 

Viburnum opulus 

Common Ragwort – 

Senecio jacobaea 

Lords-and-ladies – 

Arum maculatum 

Bittersweet (nightshade) 
– Solanum dulcamara 

Common Bramble 

(Blackberry) – Rubus 

fruticosus 
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8. A Long Hot Summer 

Alf Smallbone, Committee Member, Friends of Petersfield Heath  

 

By the time May was out all the expected migrants had arrived but in what seemed lesser numbers 

than in years past. I only recorded three pairs of Reed Warbler and saw very few Sand and House 

Martin throughout the summer. Other migrants passing through this month were Common Sandpiper, 

Oystercatcher (rarely seen here) and Pochard which is a diving duck. June and July proved to be 

very quiet bird wise with only a pair of Kingfisher, a single Common Tern and a Ruddy Shelduck 

being noteworthy. However, numbers of Egyptian Goose climbed to 200+ on some days.  

 

The fine sunny weather we experienced in spring continued into summer creating a few days of 

heatwave temperatures at times. By August the water level of the pond was much reduced, creating 

a beach for most of the perimeter. All the newly exposed mud/sand should be ideal feeding areas for 

migrating waders, but I was disappointed to record just two Common Sandpiper and a Redshank. 

September saw the last of the Martins and Swallows with small numbers taking a drink and probably 

catching any available food before continuing their return migration. Wildfowl visitors for September 

have been a Black Swan, Mandarin duck and Teal our smallest dabbling duck. As we head into 

November the Black Swan and a few Cormorants can be seen at the pond most days but there is no 

sign yet of the usual winter flock of Tufted Duck arriving. 

 

Out on the Heath I’m pleased to report that butterfly numbers held up well despite the dry conditions. 

One three figure count for Meadow Brown, 60+ for Marbled White and high eighties for Gatekeeper. 

These are the butterflies with the strongest populations on the Heath and rarely fail to deliver. The 

skipper species which have been good in the past are starting to wane now with Orange Tip and 

Common Blue barely making an appearance. Small Tortoiseshell once a very common species 

wasn’t recorded on the Heath this summer. 

 

9. Abies nordmanniana 

Robin Hart, Petersfield Tree Warden and Committee Member, Friends of Petersfield Heath  

 

For a symbol of Christmas festivities an evergreen tree has been considered to symbolize the 

everlasting life and Christ’s resurrection. The tradition of decorating such a tree surged in popularity 

in Britain during 1846 when Queen Victoria and Prince Albert were depicted with their children 

grouped around a decorated tree. This started a fashionable custom which has never ended. 
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The popular choice of species for many years was the Norway 

spruce for its shape and appearance, but its main 

shortcoming for festive use is that the tree tends to cast its 

needles not long after felling.  Christmas tree growers therefore 

searched for a species that would not only be a perfect shape 

but would retain its leaf coverage for longer after felling.  The 

Nordmann fir, originating in the Caucasus Mountains, has grown 

in popularity in recent years as it became apparent 

that this species was better suited for the duration of the festive 

season. 

  

Where did the species come from and how did the name come 

about?  In Odesa, a port city on the Black Sea in southern 

Ukraine, the Botanical Garden, which had been founded in 1820, had a change of leadership in 1834 

when Professor Alexander Davidovic von Nordmann (1803-1866), a Finnish biologist, succeeded F. 

Yentis as Director. During the period from 1834 to 1848 the garden was significantly developed 

under his leadership. A Central School of Gardening with a Department of Sericulture was 

established with responsibility for administering the grounds and for the cultivation of silkworms to 

produce silk. 

  

Alexander Nordmann was a plant huntsman and during his 

exploration of Adjara in Georgia in the south of the Caucasus 

mountain range, he introduced a new tree species to botanical 

science in 1836 or 1837. He observed mature stands of trees 

reaching 80 meters in height growing at altitudes between 

900m and 2200m.  On his return to Odesa, he reported his 

finding to the botanist and entomologist Christian von Steven 

(1781-1863), the Inspector of Agriculture and another Finnish 

born Russian. As the senior botanist of the two men, it was 

von Steven who described the new species to 

science and first named the tree Pinus nordmanniana. Many 

years later the mega genus was divided up and, at one 

time, wrongly identified as spruce in the Picea genus. This 

was finally corrected and named in the fir genus Abies nordmanniana. The naming was to honour his 

friend of early times Alexander von Nordmann for his discovery.   
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Charles Lawson (1795-1873) was a nurseryman in Edinburgh who had taken over the seed 

merchant business following the death of his father, Peter Lawson, in 1821. He decided to extend the 

business into the conifer trade. He knew of Alexander Nordmann’s discovery of a new conifer and in 

1838 he obtained specimens enabling him to start the introduction of the Nordmann fir at his nursery 

in Edinburgh. 

  

This story is relevant to wider discussions concerning ecology and conservation because we can 

only know exactly what we are talking about, whether fauna or flora, if we all use the same naming 

convention. Carl Linnaeus (1707-1778), a Swedish biologist and physician who was awarded a 

professorship in 1741 at Uppsala University, formalised binomial nomenclature, the system of 

naming organisms, and is known as the father of modern taxonomy. With this system we can count 

and record the extent to which specific populations are increasing or declining as a basis for deciding 

whether they constitute a conservation concern. This is particularly important on sensitive habitats 

such as Petersfield Heath and Pond which has SINC status. (Site of Importance for Nature 

Conservation). 

 

10. Baton of Hope UK Tour 25 

Gavin Thomas, Committee Member, Friends of Petersfield Heath  

I was asked by Richard Phillips if I 

would pen an article about my recent 

participation as a Baton Bearer as 

part of the Baton of Hope Tour 25 in 

Portsmouth. 

The Baton of Hope UK was set up by 

two fathers whose sons died from 

suicide. Through their loss, Mike 

McCarthy and Steve Philip became passionate advocates for a change in the UK suicide prevention 

policy. The inaugural Baton of Hope Tour was in 2023. They visited 12 locations in 12 days across the 

UK. Following their success as the UK’s largest ever suicide prevention initiative they decided to 

launch the Baton of Hope Tour 25 and invited cities around the UK to apply to host the event. The City 

of Portsmouth were one of twenty cities to be selected. 
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Having selected the locations for the Tour, volunteers were invited to apply to be 

Baton Bearers on the tour. Having lost a colleague to suicide and experienced poor 

mental health and suicidal thoughts I decided to apply. I was honoured to be 

selected as one of the Baton Bearers when the Tour 25 was due to visit Portsmouth 

on September 26th. As part of preparation with the help of our youngest son I 

created a story board, which was on display to members of the public during the 

event.  

 

The route was broken down into nine sections with 

Groups A – J allocated a specific section between the 

starting point at the top of Portsdown Hill and the 

finishing point at the Gaiety Bar in Southsea. I was 

placed in Group D [Fratton – Victoria Park]. Our 

allocated starting point was: MAKE@Aldingbourne - 

Home This is a unique project in Fratton, Portsmouth, 

that supports adults with learning disabilities and autism.  

 

Our route passed through Portsmouth Football Club and then the Spark Community Centre which 

provides a safe space for those who may feel 

that they have been pushed aside or 

overlooked by society, for a variety of 

reasons. They seek to help people rediscover 

their value and self-worth and to “spark” 

themselves back into life. We then moved 

onto Southsea Fire Station where we were 

greeted by the Firefighters and some much-

welcomed refreshments. We then pushed on 

to conclude our walk in Victoria Park, where 

the Portsmouth Team had set up a Baton 

Bearers Village. This gave us the chance to relax, regain our composure and support each other.    

 

 At the Baton Bearers Village I caught up with Julie Butler from Petersfield Shine Radio. Julie had 

promised a follow up interview with me after I carried the baton. If you’re curious, you can listen to my 

interview Walking as a community for Hope | Petersfield's Shine Radio. I also had the chance to 

meet and talk with Mike McCarthy the Founder of the Baton of Hope UK and former Journalist with 

https://www.makealdingbourne.org/index.html
https://www.makealdingbourne.org/index.html
https://sparkcommunityspace.co.uk/about/
https://shineradio.uk/2025/09/walking-as-a-community-for-hope/
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the BBC and Sky News. You can hear about his story as part of the 

Petersfield’s Shine Radio interview. 

On October 10th the Prince of Wales invited Baton of Hope UK to 

become a partner in the National Suicide Prevention Network. Prince 

William's suicide prevention network to include Baton of Hope - BBC 

News 

In his letter the Prince of Wales wrote: To Baton Bearers and 

Volunteers. I want to extend a personal thank you. Your courage and strength is remarkable. You are 

not only honouring those you lost but you are making a profound and lasting impact on countless 

lives. For me and the other 1300 Baton Bearers who took part in the Tour, it is encouraging that our 

efforts have received such a Royal endorsement.   

11. Contacts, Comments, Feedback 

Richard Phillips, Secretary Friends of Petersfield Heath and Newsletter Editor 

The Friends of Petersfield Heath newsletters are distributed to all members, by email where possible, 

normally in the autumn and spring of each year. Copies are also sent to other local ecology and 

wildlife organisations as well as to interested local councillors, politicians, charities, and media outlets. 

We always welcome contributions from members so if you would like to share any photographs or 

contribute an article, please do get in touch. Comments or feedback on any of the articles are also 

welcomed.  

If you enjoy the newsletter, please do forward a copy to any friends and 

neighbours whom you know enjoy the heath and the pond. Please also 

encourage them to consider joining the Friends of Petersfield Heath as it is 

through our members that we connect with the Petersfield community and 

maintain the resources to support the volunteers’ important activities on the 

heath. They can join via our website (www.petersfieldheath.org) or by 

contacting me directly.  

 

Richard Phillips 

Secretary, Friends of Petersfield Heath 

107 Sussex Road, Petersfield, Hants, GU31 4LB 

Tel 01730 264636 / 07824 883450 

secretary.foph@outlook.com 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cqlzl6z744ro
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cqlzl6z744ro
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cqlzl6z744ro
http://www.petersfieldheath.org/

