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A talk by Phillip Merricks reported by Iferry Sutton

Elm ley Marshes, Isle o f Sheppey

A  fascinating talk, by 
form er High Sheriff 

of Kent and  farm er 
Philip Merricks, about 
the  E lm ley M arshes 
nature reserve on the 
Isle o f Sheppey was 
given to a packed 
m eeting, organised by 
the society, at St Mary's 
Parish Centre on March 
16th.

Philip is a great believer 
in  eco-tourism  and this 
becam e clear in  his 
passionate descrip tion  
of the birds and other 
wildlife th a t inhab it the  "untam ed 
wilderness" of 3,000 acres tha t border the 
estuary  of the Swale tha t he m anages on 
b e h a lf  o f the  Royal Society for the  
Preservation of Birds (RSPB) and w hich 
attracts 20,000 visitors a year.

He to ld  how  E lm ley once had  a 
population of 270 bu t was now down to 
four. The previous population  was in  
V ictorian tim es w hen  the  area was 
drained for the establishm ent of cem ent 
and brickworks.

Philip and his wife Corrine live in  an 
an c ien t farm house w ith  a d ram atic  
history. It was there tha t Jam es II (reigned 
1685 to 1688) was detained after his arrest 
by  the Constable of Faversham  when, in 
1688 on his abdication  following the 
arrival of William of Orange (later William 
III), he p rep ared  to flee to France, 
disguised as a chaplain. Philip told how  he 
had  show n Prince Edward the property  
w hen  he was visiting the area.

Using pictures on a screen the speaker 
described the m any species of birds tha t 
flock to the w etlands where, over the 
centuries, m an  has constructed seawalls 
to tu rn  som e of the  salt m arsh  into 
freshw ater m arsh  suitable for grazing. The 
land, w ith its tidal creek system  is poorly 
drained providing an  ideal habitat for 
w etland birds, p lants and other wildlife. 
Tb im prove this habitat the RSPB leased 
the land  from  Oxford U niversity in  1975.

Among the birds tha t visit Elmley are 
redshanks and  lapwings, and  various 
waterfowl tha t live on the rich food to be 
found in the low-tide m ud of the Swale. 
W hen the  tide covers th e ir  feeding 
grounds they  form  collective roosts.

Mr M erricks concluded his talk about the 
possibility of putting up lodges at Elmley 
w here visitors could overnight to discover 
the w onderful bleak landscape which, in  
tu rn , he suggested  could a ttrac t
com m ercial investm ent and jobs.


