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 I WATCHED A BLACKBIRD 

  
 

 

 

 

I watched a blackbird on a budding sycamore 

One Easter Day, when sap was stirring twigs to the core; 

I saw his tongue, and crocus coloured bill 

Parting and closing as he turned his trill; 

Then he flew down, seized on a stem of hay, 

And upped to where his building scheme was under way, 

As if so sure a nest were never shaped on spray. 

  

Thomas Hardy (1840-1928) 

Copyright. The content of the newsletter (excluding the ads) is the copyright of 

Steep PCC, unless otherwise indicated. If in doubt, contact the editor.  

The editorial team takes no responsibility for the accuracy of the information  

provided by contributors and remains neutral in all matters of controversy.  

Cover photograph by Celia Storey 
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JOHN OWEN – EASTER 

‘Wretched, terrible, destructive year, the remnants of the people alone 

remain’. Those words were carved into the stonework of St Mary’s Church, in 

Ashwell, Hertfordshire in the year of the Black Death, 1348, a sombre 

reminder of how frightening the effects of the plague were. It’s often our 

oldest buildings which record the passing of time so poignantly; in Steep, that 

includes the twelfth century church of the village. I sometimes look at it and 

marvel at how much its old stones have witnessed in the course of its long 

history. Built in the Norman style, at a time when the French aristocracy was 

still struggling to establish itself as the possessor of the land, it has endured 

through the Middle Ages, seen the Tudor and Stuart dynasties rise and fall, 

witnessed the effects of the Civil War, the growth and decline of empire, and 

the devastation of two world wars. It gives perspective to our own troubled 

times by comparison.  

That doesn’t automatically mean an historical perspective widens our 

horizons. I think of a possibly apocryphal story told from my native Suffolk, in 

September, 1939, when the Nazi invasion of Poland began. A Suffolk farm 

labourer shared the news with his companion in the open field, who looked 

up at the sky and responded: ’Well, they ‘int got much of a day for it.’  

Carvings on the church walls aside, an old church building is also imprinted 

with the emotions and feelings of those who have attended services held 

inside, over a period of many hundreds of years. Maybe this is what gives to 

these old places a sense of what we call ‘hallowed space’. Christmas, Easter, 

a wedding, a christening, a funeral or memorial service: all these leave a 

residue of emotion, as enduring as writing carved on the stonework.  The 

visitors’ book in Steep is full of suggestions that this is true for many of those 

who visit the church. 

Easter, more than any other festival of the church, prioritizes hope and trust 

in life. Its roots go back a long way, in the annual cycle of commemorating the 

death and resurrection of Jesus. There seems to me to be an emotional truth 

about it which is steeped in authenticity. In all sorts of ways, our own lives are 

continuing experiences of death and resurrection. The church building stands 

for that reminder, and this Easter we are able to be there, inside, unlike last 

Easter, when this wasn’t possible.  Please feel very welcome to attend and 

share the good news of Resurrection Hope this year.   

Good wishes, John 
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Located under the Ashford 

Hangers  

Sleeps 6 with 3 

bedrooms, 2 

bathrooms and 

spacious living area. 

Available for short breaks or holidays. 

For more details, please check  

www.ashfordfarmturkeys.co.uk  

or call 01730 268131  

http://www.ashfordfarmturkeys.co.uk/
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STEEP PARISH COUNCIL  

Next meeting will be at 7.30 p.m. on 

Monday, 12th April 2021 * (* To 

allow for the Easter Bank Holiday) 

clerk@steep-pc.gov.uk 

STEEP HISTORY GROUP 
franboxsteep@yahoo.co.uk  

STROUD EVENING WI 
Enquiries: Pauline Cook - 263406 

STROUD AFTERNOON WI   
Details Susan Kuruber - 261351  

WELCOME CLUB  
hjmaybury@aol.com &  

Judy Thompson - 267362 

STEEP FILM SOCIETY 
The Film club is currently examining 

options for screenings in light of the 

Unlock Plan. We believe we could 

show masked screenings in May, 

but are likely to wait until after Jun 

21 in the hope of near full un-

lock.  Details will follow as soon as 

possible.       steepfilmsociety.org.uk  

EASTER HOLIDAY ACTIVITY – 

‘COME SING AND DANCE’ 

Petersfield Youth Theatre’s Easter 

Project is a much-loved event and 

promises to be great fun this year! 

PYT are offering children and young 

people the opportunity to take part 

in a fun and creative experience this 

Easter. It’s the perfect opportunity 

to meet new friends, gain confi-

dence, sing, dance, act and be crea-

tive. 

School year 1 to 7 

Monday 12 to Thursday 15 April 

10am to 4pm at Bedales, Steep 

School year 8 to age 21 

Saturday 10 and Sunday 11 April 

10am to 6pm at Bedales, Steep 

To take part in either of these activi-
ties, please visit www.pyt.org.uk  

This project is supported by Bedales 

and Petersfield Town Council 

 DIARY DATES 

COPY FOR THE MAY NEWSLETTER  

not later than midday on Wednesday 14th April 
To David Dobson at Downgate Cottage, Steep Marsh, GU32 2BE 

Or Downgate31@gmail.com  and storeycelia@gmail.com  

FOR STROUD to Jeremy Mitchell at Fairlands, Finchmead Lane, Stroud 

GU32  3PF or mitchjd@btinternet.com - tel 267214  

http://www.pyt.org.uk
mailto:Downgate31@gmail.com
mailto:celiastorey@aol.com
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Convert your aga range cooker 

to Electric Power 

• Reduce running costs up to 80% 

• Hobs and ovens controlled  

independently 

• Rapid heat up time from cold 

Hampshire Cookers Conversions 

www.hcconversions.co.uk 

Call Paul on 07730 988361 
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all Trustees of the Friends and we 

were very grateful to have a guest 

judge, Angela Waters from the Mid-

hurst Camera Club.  

The brief was to celebrate the beau-

ty of the SDNP – its landscape, wild-

life, buildings and other man-made 

structures contributing to the cultur-

al heritage of the area.  Images had 

to be taken within the Park or as a 

view from outside the boundaries.  

The competition was open to both 

members and the public with the 

proviso that they were non-

professionals. Previous entries have 

helped us by providing photos for 

use in our magazines, e-news let-

ters, social media and a set of very 

popular note cards.  

We hope you enjoy looking at the 

results and that it encourages you to 

go out into the Park and enjoy its 

wonderful landscape. 

You can see all of the images on our 

website https://

friendsofthesouthdowns.org.uk/

photo-competition/  

About the Friends of the South 

Downs 

The Friends was founded in 1923 

as the Society of Sussex Downsmen 

to counter the threat of widespread 

development on the most beautiful 

FRIENDS OF THE SOUTH DOWNS 

PHOTOGRAPHY COMPETITION. 

Welcome to the results of our 

2019/20 photography competition.  

One of our core aims is to encourage 

people to get out into the South 

Downs National Park and enjoy the 

beauty and tranquillity of its many 

varied landscapes.  What better way 

to do this than to record some fa-

vourite places on camera for all of 

us to enjoy?   

This is the second photography com-

petition that we have held and we 

have been thrilled with the results 

on both occasions.  In 2019/20 we 

had 98 adult entries and 25 from 

children and there were so many 

great shots that we found it very 

difficult to choose the winners.  The 

judges were Richard Reed, Andrew 

Lovett and Caroline Douglas who are 

 STEEP AND STROUD NEWS 

1st Prize: Ruth Sax  

Cissbury in January  

https://friendsofthesouthdowns.org.uk/photo-competition/
https://friendsofthesouthdowns.org.uk/photo-competition/
https://friendsofthesouthdowns.org.uk/photo-competition/
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Oil fired boiler specialists 

Servicing, Repairs and Installations 

Central Heating Upgrades 

Fully Insured & Registered with Oftec 

01489 893320  

07920 558046 

info@adeptplumbingservices.co.uk 

mailto:info@adeptplumbingservices.co.uk
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parts of the Downs.  Now we focus 

on conservation, campaigning and 

guided walks. 

Our volunteers and members sup-

port projects to help improve access 

and enjoyment of the landscape and 

to preserve the South Downs for 

future generations. Now more than 

ever, we know that a connection 

with nature and the landscape 

around us can nurture and nourish 

our physical health and our mental 

wellbeing.  

Making a difference on the Downs 

Through our current projects, we 

have paid to replace over 50 stiles 

on certain paths within the Park, 

repaired a 1km stretch of the South 

Downs Way at Plumpton Plain and 

are replacing trees affected by ash 

die back. 

See our website https://

friendsofthesouthdowns.org.uk/ to 

find out more. 

 

RON’S STROUD WILDLIFE NOTES 

The first half of March has produced 

some interesting weather: cold 

frosty nights, heavy winds and rain 

and some very welcome occasional 

sunny spells, and we have had 

some splendid rainbows. 

Badger paths are becoming more 

obvious as badger activity increases. 

It is good to see small herds of roe 

deer while Mary and I take our local 

walks. Bank voles are using the 

fresh hay under our wildlife tins and 

our wildlife cameras have picked up 

field mice. We have yet to see a 

hedgehog. 

Stroud is good for raptors and we 

often see red kites with their distinc-

tive forked tails. Buzzards are begin-

ning to pair up and riding high on 

the thermals and we see kestrels 

searching for voles. A barn owl flew 

over our garden and we were able to 

watch it hunting over the village 

green. 

Rooks are building their nests in our 

larger oak trees and other corvids 

are about with jackdaw, jay, magpie, 

and carrion crow. Blackbirds and 

song thrushes are feeding on worms 

in the lawn and bluetits and wrens 

are exploring nest boxes. We see 

redwings from time to time and by 

the end of March they will start their 

return migration back to Russia and 

Scandinavia. We often hear the yaf-

fling laughter-like cry of the green 

woodpecker and Mary spotted one 

in a local grass field in recently.  

We have at last had some frog-

spawn and so we may soon have 

young frogs competing with the pal-

mate newts for food in our pond. 

Torchlight in the pond has revealed 

a great many caddis fly larvae. Cad-

dis flies are close relatives of moths 

https://friendsofthesouthdowns.org.uk/
https://friendsofthesouthdowns.org.uk/
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appeared and are distinguished 

from other hoverflies by their double 

black-striped bodies. As the sallow 

trees have come into flower the 

drone flies have appeared,  another 

hoverfly but this time mimicking hon-

eybees. Real honeybees are feeding 

from the sallow flowers and the last 

of the snowdrops. 

Lesser celandines are brightening up 

the verges with their bright yellow 

flowers. Daisies are appearing on 

our lawns and we have seen some 

early dandelions. Wild arum and wild 

garlic are in leaf and will soon be 

producing flowers. Many shrubs are 

coming into leaf and blackthorns are 

starting to produce their brilliant 

covering of bright white flowers. 

Primroses are in flower and await 

the first visiting beeflies. 

For more about local wildlife, see my 

weekly blog 

on www.StroudVillageHall.org. 

Take care and keep safe. 

Ron Allen   

USEFUL CONTACTS 
Newsletter: David Dobson 261344  Downgate31@gmail.com   

Police Support Officer:  John Payne   john.payne@hampshire.pnn.police.uk  

Steep Village website: www.steepvillage.com 

Steep Parish Clerk: Jenny Hollington 267784, clerk@steep-pc.gov.uk 

Stroud Parish Clerk (part time): clerk@stroud-pc.gov.uk  or Elisabeth 

Foulston  48 Winchester Road, Stroud, GU32 3PG  

Stroud Village Hall: www.stroudvillagehall.org    
Steep Village Hall: Jenny Hollington 267784 

(and not flies at all) and the species 

in our pond is making its protective 

cases out of circles of dead leaves. 

It is interesting to see these por-

tions of joined up leaves walking 

about under the water. 

Buff-tailed bumblebee queens are 

searching for nest holes whenever 

the sun shines. As March progress-

es, we are starting to get early 

spring moths in the moth trap in-

cluding common quaker, Hebrew 

character, early grey and the rather 

splendid oak beauty (below).  

Brief spells of sunshine have re-

vealed the first hoverflies. Wasp-

mimic marmalade hoverflies have 

http://www.stroudvillagehall.org/
mailto:Downgate31@gmail.com
mailto:john.payne@hampshire.pnn.police.uk
mailto:clerk@stroud-pc.gov.uk
http://www.stroudvillagehall.org/
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077919 62327 

ADVERTISING IN THIS NEWS-

LETTER AND VILLAGE WEBSITE 

If you would like to advertise 

please contact Ray Street on 

892656 or email  

steepweb@hotmail.co.uk  

Village website: 

www.steepvillage.com 
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at all.  He has great faith and belief 

in us, and fingers‐crossed that when 

we can sing properly as a Choir 

again, the sound will magically come 

together in harmonious choral sym-

phony.  Seeing each other on screen 

each week and sharing in this 

unique experience has kept us going 

and connected through music.   

Thank you, Zoom, and thank you, 

conductor Michael! Last month we 

missed celebrating Evensong at 

High Cross Church – a sad reminder 

that this annual event in 2020 was 

the last time we sang together in 

front of a public audience or congre-

FROXFIELD CHOIR NEWS  

Froxfield Choir has carried on sing-

ing, despite Lockdown3.  We have 

met virtually in our groups, Sopra-

nos together with Tenors, and Altos 

with Basses, every Thursday since 

January in preparation for when we 

can all meet again at the top of 

Stoner Hill in Froxfield,or in-

deed,Privett.    Online rehearsals 

have been eerie as apart from the 

keyboard, we can only hear our‐self 

singularly singing at home – excuse 

the pun.  Though I imagine it must 

be more eerie still for our conductor 

who cannot hear his Choir’s voices 
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Steep to Petersfield Bus Service 71 

Enquiries call 01962 846786  

Wednesdays and Fridays at :   Return 

Steep, Bedales School    09:35  Petersfield Tesco      12:27 

Petersfield Hospital   09:42  Petersfield Square    12:30 

Petersfield Railway Station  09:45  Petersfield Railway Station  12:33 

Petersfield Square   09:48  Petersfield Hospital   12:35 

Petersfield Tesco   09.51  Steep, Bedales School 12:42 

See Stroud buses on www.xelabus.info or phone 023 8064 4715  

THE MOBILE VET SERVICE 

Experienced, professional 

and compassionate veterinary care 

in the comfort of your pet’s home 

●  Vaccinations ●  Claw clipping 

●   Blood sampling ●  Prescriptions 

     ●   Blood pressure monitoring 

●   Acupuncture ● End of life care 

01730 266431 

Supported by our RCVS approved 

veterinary surgery in 

Petersfield with 24 

hour emergency cover 

http://www.xelabus.info/
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gation.   However, we very much 

hope that we will be able to host our 

usual Summer Concert in June and 

welcome you again to Privett Church 

for an uplifting evening with 

friends ‐ a light musical soiree and a 

chance to socialise.  This event will 

be confirmed nearer the time and 

will be dependent on the Covid‐19 

guidelines in force at the time. All 

being well, normal rehearsals will 

resume in September. If you would 

like to come and sing with us, you 

would be made to feel very wel-

come.  Please do get in touch.  We 

have BIG plans for 2022 – our 50th 

Anniversary! Choir Publicity – Sa-

rah.rush40@sky.com 16 March. 

 

AN UPDATE FROM STEEP  

VILLAGE HALL TRUSTEES 

Last year, the trustees of the Steep 

War Memorial Village Club – the 

charity which looks after the Village 

Hall and its land – sought the ap-

proval of the Charity Commission for 

the possible sale of a parcel of its 

land adjacent to the Village Hall.  As 

a result of the Commission’s de-

tailed and helpful response, we are 

now considering various options to 

achieve the best long-term outcome 

for the charity and its beneficiaries 

(i.e. you, the inhabitants of Steep).  

In April we will be launching a con-

sultation so that we can make a 

properly informed decision. 

We hope you will all take part in this 

and are launching a new web-site - 

www.steepvillagehall.org.uk – to 

keep everyone fully informed. If you 

have any immediate questions, 

please contact our secretary at jen-

nyhollington@steepvillagehall.org.uk 

  

STROUD VILLAGE HALL 

Joanne Sweet – Hall Manager 

We are delighted to announce that, 

in line with the government’s road 

map, the village hall will soon be 

opening its doors for our first 

groups.   

• We are so pleased to be working 

with Nicola from Baby Sensory 

who will be running classes on a 

Friday (https://

www.babysensory.com/

chichester/) and also Kat Wooton 

will be running a children’s drama 

club on Saturday mornings. 

• We will also be welcoming back 

the Little Green Van – days and 

times to be announced on Face-

book and website. 

Please see below for an outline of 

our re-opening dates -  

Not before 12th April - children’s 

groups and support groups are 

http://www.steepvillagehall.org.uk
mailto:jennyhollington@steepvillagehall.org.uk
mailto:jennyhollington@steepvillagehall.org.uk
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
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TO SEE LOCAL PLANNING APPLICATIONS 
http://planningpublicaccess.southdowns.gov.uk/online-applications  

For local planning authority put in your postcode. 

http://planningpublicaccess.southdowns.gov.uk/online-applications
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able to run, adhering to social 

distancing rules.   

Not before 17th May - organised in-

door and outdoor events, indoor 

exercise and other classes can 

take place in the hall. (rule of 6 

applies indoors) 

Not before 21st June  - we will be 

able to host party’s and all other 

events. 

For information on the classes and 

events coming to the hall visit our 

website www.stroudvillagehall.com 

or for enquires and booking please 

contact joanne.sweet@stroudvillage 

hall.org 

 

STROUD REVELS - SAVE THE DATE 

Jeremy Mitchell 

In addition to the online quiz in April 

(please see flyer elsewhere in this 

newsletter), we are pleased to an-

nounce that the Stroud Revels will 

be returning to Rothercombe Farm 

this year and are scheduled (subject 

to lockdown lifting going to plan) to 

take place on Saturday 31 July. 

The Social Committee are working 

hard on putting together a bumper 

programme of events and entertain-

ments as we move out of a difficult 

and, for many, a sad last twelve 

months. Please keep an eye on the 

Village Hall website, Facebook and 

this newsletter for details as they 

become available. 

SAVE OUR CAFÉ! 
Jane Martin 

In the February issue I wrote about 

Alma’s pop-up café in the Steep vil-

lage hall car park and suggested 

that we have a Community Shop/

Market run by ourselves. 

Last week my daughter and I went 

to Milland Community Store and 

café, which has been going for ten 

years. It was very impressive – but 

the coffee was nowhere near the 

quality of Alma’s; nor were the home

-made cakes. 

On Saturday 13 February Alma rang 

me to say that her coffee machine 

had frozen over. She is not one to 

complain, but I feel we must look 

after this treasure, and house her 

more adequately before next winter. 

The building ideally should be a sep-

arate wooden structure, with glass 

panels and indoor seating for the 

café; I suggest it be in the old play-

group area, with villagers’ spare 

produce on tables outside. 

Let’s be thankful that Alma’s coffee 

cart is thriving (see the photo in the  

coloured yellow pages of the March 

issue). The whole village of Steep 

should be aware of the need for its 

preservation. 

about:blank
about:blank
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Browning Pest Services Ltd 

Mole Problem? - No problem 

Rabbit Problem? - No problem 

Rat/Mouse Problem? - no problem 

We can sort them, plus flies, fleas, 

moths, bedbugs, woodworm wasps 

and many more. 

Contact us on 

07585 896229 

01420 409741  

email 6br.17rem@gmail.com 

No Job Too Big or Too Small 

mailto:6br.17rem@gmail.com
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Amanda Greenlee 

We have continued to meet online 

for our main Sunday services as 

February turned into March and the 

days lengthen. For the First Sunday 

in Lent we watched John celebrate 

Holy Communion in Stroud Church, 

using the Book of Common Prayer. 

The following Sunday we were again 

taken on a journey, this time 

through the Hindhead tunnel. We 

had been told that schools were 

reopening on 8th March, a light 

indeed at the end of the tunnel for 

parents and children struggling with 

home schooling. How strange yet 

satisfying to hear children counting 

down the days until they could re-

join their classmates. We learnt that 

live services would start on 

Mothering Sunday. Maybe the 

service on 7th March that dwelt on 

the Ten Commandments and 

keeping to the rules was a reminder 

that we will still need to follow social 

distancing rules as normal life slowly 

returns. 

Mothering Sunday was indeed a 

joyous occasion with the 

congregation able to join John under 

the cedar tree in the churchyard. 

The high winds had died down and 

there were glimmers of sunshine as 

we followed the tale of Moses 

plucked from the bulrushes. John 

showed us how much more 

important our homes had become 

these last few months, restaurant, 

cinema, sanctuary for animals as 

well as people but a prison for 

some. All mothers left with a pot of 

spring flowers. 

DIOCESAN PLANS FOR 

PETERSFIELD DEANERY 

Our PCC joined with Froxfield on 

10th March to learn more about the 

 CHURCH NEWS 
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MISSION IMPOSSIBLE ? 

Reliable local help for and with : Elderly people who need Cheerful and Constructive 

Help to live Happily in their Own Homes. Property Management ; for weekenders or 

just very busy people Refurbishing Properties. Excellent references available. 

Call: 01730 269267 or Email: phyllbarnes@btconnect.com 

mailto:phyllbarnes@btconnect.com
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Diocesan plans for Petersfield 

Deanery. We heard that the 

Benefice will be grouped with the 

other parishes west of the A3. There 

is change coming and opportunity 

for the laity to support the work of 

our vicars. It was comforting to find 

both PCCs of one mind and eager to 

play their part in God’s Kingdom led 

by our ministry team. 

PHYLLIS DANIELS 

In February Steep congregation lost 

a valued member, Phyllis Daniels. 

Phyllis and her sister Eileen were 

regularly sitting in the front pew for 

the Sunday service and Phyllis 

enjoyed showing you her necklace 

or telling us of a coming birthday. 

Phyllis lived for almost thirty years in 

a home in Tilmore Gardens and 

several people from the home were 

able to attend the funeral on 11th 

March, taken by John. Her cousin 

read a tribute showing what a happy 

life Phyllis led, being regarded as 

the ‘boss of the house’ and how she 

had even kicked a football on a 

holiday to Lapland. At the funeral 

Eileen sang the first verse of the 

hymn ‘All things bright and beautiful’ 

on her own. Religion was very 

important to Phyllis and she would 

pray every evening and tell staff if 

she had prayed for them. 

PRE-BOOK EASTER SEVICES 

Whilst on-line services will continue 

we will be able to celebrate Easter in 

our churches, but pre-booking  

required. The rest of Lent will speed 

by! 

FROM THE REGISTER 

Phyllis Daniels died on 7th February 

ADVERTISING IN THIS NEWSLETTER AND VILLAGE WEBSITE 
If you would like to advertise please contact Ray Street on 892656 or 

email steepweb@hotmail.co.uk  

Village website: www.steepvillage.com 

WHEN PERMITTED 
Parish Communion Services are in modern language  

Early Sunday Services are from the Book of Common Prayer 

STEEP - Every Thursday: Silent Prayer 6.30pm; Holy Communion 7pm   

Choir Practice: Saturdays before Parish Communion 9:30 am                

Sunday School: will be held during Parish Communion except during school 

holidays 
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Mary Shotter  
ST. TIBURTIUS DAY 
 

The 14th April is St. Tiburtius Day. 

 It is also traditionally said to be the 

day when you will hear the first 

cuckoo.  

After arriving from Western Africa on 

a journey that has taken two 

months, the cuckoo’s breeding 

season begins and the male will 

start to display, often sitting on a 

post, swaying from side to side, 

bobbing up and down – even 

spinning round, emitting its iconic 

call. 

While the male puts on a show, the 

female cuckoo defends a territory, 

watching for potential host species 

for her eggs, such as hedge 

sparrows, meadow pipits or reed 

warblers. After days of observation, 

she chooses a nest with an 

incomplete clutch of eggs where 

incubation has not started. Between 

mid afternoon and 8pm while the 

victim is out feeding, the cuckoo will 

fly straight to the nest and in less 

than 10 seconds take out one egg 

and lay one of her own, to be 

brought up by unsuspecting foster 

parents. As she departs, she often 

gives a chuckling call.  The chuckle 

is similar to the rapid call notes of a 

sparrowhawk, and it diverts the 

hosts’ attention away from noticing 

changes in their own nest and 

towards their own safety instead.  

In a season the female may lay up 

to 25 eggs in separate nests – all of 

the same host. A cuckoo brought up 

by a warbler will always herself lay 

eggs in a warbler’s nest, having 

become imprinted on that species 

from its earliest days. 

To us it seems absurd that a small 

bird like a hedge sparrow does not 

realise that the enormous chick 

sitting squawking in its nest is not 

one of theirs, but of the 50 species 

of small birds in Britain that are 

parasitized by cuckoos only two 

have become ‘cuckoo resistant’ – 

the blackcap and spotted flycatcher 

who desert nests with cuckoo eggs 

in them. 

Having left parenting duties to 

others, the adult birds return to 

Africa in June. This same journey is 

taken by the young cuckoos in 

August and September who 

somehow find their solitary way, 

with no guidance from parent birds 

whom they of course have never 

met. 

Charles Darwin first identified the 

immense benefit of being a brood 

parasite. Freed from parental 

duties, the cuckoo was able to lay 
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many more eggs than its victims. 

However, Darwin’s observation 

prompts one question: if the cuckoo 

is so effective, why aren’t more birds 

at it? Worldwide only around 1 

percent of all birds share its 

methods. It is however a risky 

strategy to entrust all your eggs to 

foster parents. 

Dr Nicholas Davies of the University 

of Cambridge, has studied cuckoos 

for 25 years and feels the answer is 

that "...over evolutionary time, the 

hosts fight back so that the poor 

cuckoo has to work incredibly hard 

to be lazy, simply because it has to 

overcome all of these defences. 

What we witness is a fantastic arms 

race between parasite and host.” 

Sadly, cuckoo numbers in England 

are falling. Loss of natural habitat 

and scarcer insect food are likely to 

have played a part, but cuckoos are 

now also facing increasing problems 

on migration to Africa.  

Only in the past decade have we 

learnt exactly where our cuckoos go.  

Satellite tracking has revealed that 

they winter in the forests of the 

Congo. Migrating mainly by night, 

and often at high altitude, between 

three and five kilometres above the 

ground, they cross the Sahara in one 

50-60 hour continuous flight. 

The migration route varies, and this 

provides the clue to the varying 

fortunes of British cuckoos. In 

autumn, most English cuckoos go 

southwest through Spain, but 

increasing droughts in SW Europe 

have made it difficult for them to put 

on sufficient fat reserves and only 

half of the tracked birds survive the 

long desert crossing. This heavy 

mortality on migration matches the 

dramatic decline in English breeding 

cuckoos; we have lost two-thirds of 

them in the last 30 years. By 

contrast, most Scottish and Welsh 

cuckoos take a different autumnal 

route, south-east through Italy. Here, 

feeding conditions seem much 

better, because more than 95% of 

these tracked cuckoos make it 

safely to winter quarters. Hopefully 

this better understanding of cuckoo 

migration will go some way to halting 

its decline and ensure that the 

cuckoo will still be heard in the 

Hampshire countryside for many 

years to come. 
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