
 
 

 

 

FRIENDS OF  

VERULAMIUM PARK  
 

 

 

 

 

 
NEWSLETTER 27  

APRIL  2010  

 

 
Our aim is to preserve the natural beauty of  

this precious space  

 

 
www.fvp.org.uk  

  

 

http://www.fvp.org.uk/


 
 

 

 

FVP Newsletter April 2010  

 

CONTENTS  
 
From the chair  1 
 

NEWS  

 

Jim Bennie retires  2 
Welcome to Paul Brady  3 
Tree cutting along the river Ver  3 
River Ver Access and Interpretation P roject  5 

New litter bins  6 
Mother a g oose 3  7 
Monitoring in the park  7 
The herons  8 
The labyrinth garden  9 

 
MEETINGS  

 

Progress in the park  10  
Verulamium Park Forum  11  
Neighbourhood policing meeting s 11  

 
ACTIVITIES  

 

Community Service Team  11  
An even longer hedge!  12  
The litter pick  13  
 
TALKS  

 

Park maintenance  14  
Caring for the Ver  15  
 
LETTER  

 
16  

COMMITTEE   17  
 
FUTURE PROGRAMME  

 
18  

  

 
 



 
 

 

1  

 

 
 

 

 

NEWS  
 
 
From the chair é 
 
So m any park visitors have been pleased  by the recent work to raise the tree 

canopies which formerly overhung the river. The sight of the new leaves, their 
reflection in the water beneath and the knowledge that the river will be in better 

health fills one with  delight. On the other hand I , and many Friends , continue to 
be deeply concerned that another tree planting season has passed and new trees 

have not been planted. It would be heartening to see the length of the list of tree 
sponsors matched by roots in the  ground. When is it going to happen?  

 
Later this year, in September 2010, work 

will be starting to rectify some of the 
problems with the lake. The problem is 

complex, funds are limited and whatever 

solution is finally arrived at  will neither 

provide a com plete solution nor please 
us all. I think it very important to ensure 

that Friends are  accurately informed 
about all aspects of the lake situation so 

that a reasoned and fair minded 
response can  be mad e about the matter. 

FVP will urge the council  to provid e this 
information.  

 
A veritable squall of letters has  app eared in the local press about The  Big V . This 

proposal, along with the many others received by SACDC, will be required to go 
through all the regu lar planning procedures . It will start with a public  notice giving 

details and inviting public responses. Three weeks are  allowed for this process.  
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When the planning application is made public FVP will invite all members to a 

pub lic meeting and inform you about  what is proposed. Whilst FVP is not a 

champi on of  The  Big V , we do take ver y seriously our commitment  to keep you  

informed so that you can make your own judgment . Further points to note are 
that an application would also have to be made to English Heritage, and a cursory 

glance at past n ewsletters s hows how difficult that is. Secondly this proposal , like 
many , is caught in the chicken and egg situ ation whereby getting funds for a 

costly enterprise is difficult without planning permission and embarking on 

planning permission without funds can be very intimidating. Neither trees nor Big 
Vs are going to spring up in the park overnight.  

 
This n ewsletter contains details of the forthcoming AGM and elections to the 

committee. The names of the current  committee members are listed. I f you would 
like to contri bu te more to the park please contact us and talk about becoming a 

committee member.  
 

Madeleine Sansom  
 

 
Jim Bennie retires  

 
Jim Bennie, the councilôs parks and green spaces manager , is retiring in April, and 

we will miss him. He has been a good friend of the Friends. He has been generous 
with his time in many ways, and has regularly met FVP committee members to 

visit the park to review the work done there by the grounds maintenance 
contractor . He has made himself available to liai se with us on the phone an d by 

email. There must have been times when he would have liked us to jump in the 
lake , but he has always been positive and good tempered!   

 

Jim is a local man, having been born in Wheathampstead, and educated at 
Roundwood. He remembers being taken to Ver ulam ium Park as a boy, and later 

taking his own children to visit the new zoo . He started his working life with the 
Forestry Commission, before changing career at Oxford City Councilôs parks 

departmen t. He then moved on to work in new t owns, first at Brack nell and then 
for Telford in Shropshire. He joined  SACDC in January 1984, as the 

superintendent in charge of around 80 directly employed staff in the c ouncilôs 
parks section. Following the introd uction of competitive tendering  in 1990, Jim 

was promoted to the newly created post of parks and green spaces manager. The 
council was required to separate its contractor and client roles, and Jim became 

the client.  
 

Jim tells me he is looking forward to having more time to pursue his enthusiasm 
for gardens and the  wider natural world. We wish him well and hope that he will 

join us at FVP meetings.  
 

Janet Ouston  
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Welcome to Paul Brady  
 

Paul has recently been appointed by John OôConner Grounds Maintenance Ltd as 
senior contracts m anager with specific responsibility  for the SACDC grounds 

maintenance contract.  I asked Paul to introduce himself to the Friends.  
 

óI am currently based at the Westminster Lodge depot and have the opportunity to 
enjoy Verulamium Park, weather permitting!  

  
After spending over 20 years in the City of London, I decided on a change of 

career and attended Writtle College in Chelmsford where I gained a BSc degree in 
Horticulture. I subsequently joined Lyndhurst Services Ltd, a national grounds 

maintenance company, as a client account manager. A fter they were taken over 
by MITIE, I moved to OCS as a contract manager responsible for approximately 

£1m of grounds maintenance contracts, including South Essex NHS Partnership 
Trust, East and  North Herts NHS Partnership Trust and several major business and 

retail parks.  
 

I look forward to meeting FVP members at your meetings at St Michaelôs parish 
centre where I hope to be able to ans wer any questions you may have. ô We look 

forward to working with you, Paul.  
 

Janet Ouston  

 
Tree - cutting along  the r iver Ver in the park   
 
 

The Ver Valley Society exists to protect and 
enhance wherever possible all aspects of the 

river and its valley. We have been concerned 
for several years that the trees alon gside the 

river channel in the p ark (actually a mill - leat 

probab ly dating to Roman times) have needed 

cutting back. These were mainly horse 
chestnuts, which are not a native species or 

even particularly appropriate to a watery 
environment. However they were probably 

planted by the landowners to provide some 
privacy and  over the years have grown to a 

huge size. The overhanging branches caused 

large volumes of leaf - litter to fall into the 
river in the autumn adding considerably to 

the build -up of silt, destroying the sandy 
gravel river bed which should be found in a 

typic al chalk stream. The build up of litter and 
debris on the branches actually hanging in the  
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water was very unsightly, although not spurned by nesting moorhens and coots!  

 
 

 
 

the new open vista  from the Abbey Mills bridge  

 
 

Jim Bennie has at last manag ed to get the necessary permissions from the 
landowners, and various interested bodies such as the Environment Agency, 

English Heritage, Batsô Protection and so on to enable him to get the work done 
through SACDC. This has been done sympathetically so the river channel now 

looks very much clearer but leaving some branches to overhang slightly to soften 
its appearance.  This may mean the work will need to be repeated in a few years 

time but for now the Ver Valley Society (and FVP) is very pleased with what h as 
been achieved.  

 
Jane Gardiner  

The Ver Valley Society  
www.ri verver .co.uk  
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River Ver Access and Interpretation Project  
 

This project, which was started in 2008 by the Ver Valley Society and the 
Countryside Management Service, is now in the exciting impl ementation phase 

and is expected to be largely completed this summer. Because part of it goes 
through our park, FVP has been involved in a supportive role.  

 
The idea was to improve access to the Ver and its valley and to interpret the 

heritage, landscape a nd biodiversity of the area. The planned method of achieving 
this was to produce a series of self -guided walks: one for the 17 mile linear route 

following the length of the river, and eight separate loop walks exploring the 
valley and incorporating differe nt sections of the linear route.  

 
To implement this, and to encourage people to appreciate the valley, will require 

repairs to some bridges, resurfacing of paths in places, waymarking, the 
installation of some interpretation panels and seats, and the prod uction of 

descriptive leaflets. All the planning and much of the implementation has already 
been achieved.  

 
Most importantly, adequate funding has been secured. The routes have all now 

been decided and the St Albans loop is a figure of eight, one half of w hich goes 
round Verulamium Park while the other half incorporates the Abbey and Sopwell 

Nunnery. Descriptive leaflets for the linear walk and all the loops have been 
designed. The bridge work has been commissioned. A contractor has been 

selected to make th e interpretation panels and seats to be installed at strategic 
points along the route: these will be made of local oak, the panels being in carved 

relief.  
 

It is expected that these will all be in place before 

the end of the summer holidays, when a public ity 
event will take place. One of the interpretation 

panels will be at the St Michaelôs entrance to 
Verulamium Park. Because the complete 

waymarking may take longer to implement, a 
formal opening is likely to take place next spring.  

The co - ordinating comm ittee deserves 
congratulations for the huge amount of work they 

have done. The prime movers are representatives 
of the Countryside Management Service and the 

Ver Valley Society, supported by the Hertfordshire  
County Council rights of w ay department, the 

various district councils and  numerous other 
stakeholders including FVP.  

 
 

                                                                                    the new river Ver ógiant ô 
 

Anthony Oliver  
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New litter bins  
 

Abbey Orchard  
 

Eight new, black, bins  have now been installed in the Abbey Orchard. The 
committee have discussed the possible positions of these and sent a map to Jim 

Bennie with the suggestions. Per, the park ranger, has also been consulted. The 
Abbey, which owns the Orchard, has also been p ut in the picture. It was agreed 

that bins are, on the whole, best situated by exits and along paths and preferably 
by benches and lampposts. The Friends are contributing £1000 to help with their 

purchase .  
 

Verulamium Park  
 

The new bins are considerably cheaper than 
the original  choice. They are made of plastic 

which I am told are three to four times 
cheaper than metal. It is more cost effective 

even if damaged by fire as they can be 
replaced cheaply. Time will show how long 

they last.  
 

A further 50 new b ins of the same design 
have now been delivered to John OôConnerôs 

depot and 17 of these will be installed 
straight away. They will start  at the road 

entrance into Westminster Lodge and on the 
track in Westminster Lodge field. Four new 

bins will also be put  in the Abbey Theatre car 

park and there will be four new novelty bins 
in the play area.  

 
All this is good news and one step forward, 

but what is really needed is a change of 
attitude by the people who seem to think itôs perfectly acceptable to drop litter 

anywhere they like.  
 

As you can see from the litter pick report, the next step will be to encourage more 
recycling in the park as landfill sites are reaching capacity. You may have noticed 

two new recycling bins, one by the Abbey Gateway shown above and the other in 
Sumpter Yard. They are there on a trial basis . Finally some thought -provoking 

statistics: the amount of money spent on cleaning Englandôs streets increased by 
Ã33m last year. Weôre now spending Ã780m a year to remove fast food wrappers 

from hedges and plastic bottles from gutters. Thatôs Ã2.1m a day  clearing up after 
thoughtless people who just cannot be bothered to put their litter in a bin.  

 
Jette Evan s  
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Mother a g oose 3  

 

In February last year 29  Verulamium farmyard geese were successfull y placed 
with  adoptive parents who had smallholdings and ponds or lakes. In the 

intervening year the nine remaining geese who managed to evade the process 
had grown in number to 16 . On February 26 th  the green spaces officers, Daniel 

Flitton and Nick Sherriff , and the same team of experienced helpers, met at the 
lake side to round up the geese whilst the adopting parents waited in Westminster 

Lodge car park ready to receive their new geese. The park looked beautiful in 
glittering sunshine on a very hard frost.  

 
Many of the geese had quickly 

become accustomed over the 
previous  fortnight to the park 

ranger, Per, serving an early 
breakfast in the meshed 

enclosure by the lake , so that 
nine geese were quickly picked 

up, and settled down in big 
cardboard boxes ready  to be 

taken on the rangerôs buggy to 
the car park. Meanwhile, five 

geese who had gone for an early 
swim paddled about with glorious 

indifference whilst five others 
were marching determine dly 

towards the Inn on the Park. The first group were finally persua ded by large 
handfuls of grain to the enclosure whilst the remainder scuttled in a sprightly way 

across the field. They evaded being corralled in the football goal and were 

eventually cornered at the entrance to the tennis court.  
 

It was another smooth ope ration thanks to the planning of Daniel, Nick, Per and 
Paul Brady , the new John OôConnerôs contract manager in St Albans. 

 
Madeleine Sansom  

 
Monitoring in the p ark  
 
We should like to thank Jim Bennie once again for securing the time every six 

weeks to go round the park with us to review the work of the contractor. This has 
enabled us to talk directly to the responsible officer and have our suggestions, 

compliments and criticisms recorded.  
 

I hope that, like us, you have noticed that many of the paths have  been 
thoroughly swept and the edges have been cleaned up. The Labyrinth Garden site 

is now much improved in appearance.  
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We keep a detailed list of jobs from our notes of each meeting which we hope will 

be completed in the near future. This comprises s uch things as cutting the reed 

bed, fitting bars to the seat outside the lake loo s, meeting with the trees and 

woodlands officer to survey the trees alongside the Causeway, posting maps on 
the notice boards and so forth. We shall miss our regular meetings with Jim and 

look forward to meeting s with his replacement.  
 

Jette Evans and Madeleine Sansom     

 
 

The h erons of Verulamium Park  
 

I have been monitoring the breeding grey herons in the heronry on the islands at 
Verulamium Lake since 1995. Considerable in terest has been generated since the 

RSPB has been in the p ark with their óHeron Watchô information caravan. In 
January 2006 I gave a talk to the Friends about the study that I have been 

carrying out through ringing the heron nestlings and will update that here.  
 

My monitoring of the heronry started in spring 1995. This involved counts of 
occupied nests and the ringing of a proportion of chicks while they were in the 

nest. In that first year there were just three nests with seven young in total. Since 
then c ounts of nests have been conducted annually and ringing has taken place of 

a sample of the chicks in most years. The colony peaked in 2008 with the highest 
count of occupied nests being 23. In 2009 there were an estimated 16 nests and 

this year there appea rs to have been a drop to just 9 -10 nests occupied so far. 
This yearôs considerable reduction is likely to be due to the exceptionally cold and 

long winter possibly affecting heron survival rates as well as the birds laying their 
eggs at least a month late r than normal. In milder winters herons are one of the 

earliest breeders, normally laying eggs in January. It is apparent that some birds 
are only just starting to mate and build their nests well into March this year. The 

season is traditionally long with some young herons not leaving their nests until 
as late as July in some years.  

 

Since 1995 a total of 289 heron chicks have been ringed. Ringing is carried out to 

establish survival and longevity of the birds, and their distribution. It is important 
to obt ain such data for a bird like the grey heron in particular, being at the top of 

the food chain and an excellent indicator of the health of our aquatic 
environments. Reports of a few ringed birds have been received over the past 15 

years, mainly where dead birds have been recovered and their ring numbers 
reported to the British Trust for Ornithology. Herons are vulnerable to mishaps 

within the first few week s fledging but they can survive for up to 18 years. Of the 

few recoveries that I have received the ma in reasons for their death (where it can 
be established) has been: acci dentally caught in pond netting;  hit power lines; 

predation ï mainly by foxes; and tangled in discarded fishing line.  
 

A number of the birds found were in the local area, particularly t he Ver and Colne 
river catchments. The more distant places that Verulamium -ringed birds have 

been reported from are: Ivinghoe, Bucks; Beaconsfield, Bucks; Bury St Edmunds,  
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Suffolk; Rettendon, Essex; Isham, Northants; and Haslemere, Surrey. The 

furthest was  70km from St Albans.  The monitoring of the Heronry will continue in 

2010 and it is hoped that with the warmer spring weather that the number of 

nests will increase to something like that of the previous few years.  
 

Barry Trevis  
Honorary Warden, Lemsford Springs Nature Reserve  

 

 

 
 
 

The labyrinth garden  
 

This bare patch of ground is the site of the Labyrinth 
Garden. In recent weeks it has been considerably 

tidied up by J ohn OôConner,  who have removed the 

nettles and tree stumps and levelled the surface. 

Some time earlier FVP started the clearance of the 
site with the help of the St Albans School 

conservation group removing a couple of skips of 
rubbish such as paving slabs, piles of coke, and 

concrete posts, all left over from the zoo. We 
understand that a geophysical survey has been done 

of the site. It reveals not exciting Roman remains 
but sewer pipes. The Romans would have approved 

of them. We hope that English Heritage will now 
approve the plan and the Labyrinth Garden will get 

built. Watch this space!  

 

 
Madeleine Sansom  
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MEETINGS  
 
Progress in the Park  
 

Since our last Newsletter t he Verulamium Heritage Park Project steering group has 
held  a further meeting on February 17 th , 2010.  

 

Cycle r oute  
The question of cycling in the p ark was again discussed and the c ouncil indicated 

that they continued to look towards installing a dedicated path to run from King 
Harry Lane down the perimeter of the golf course to Westminster Lodge.  

 
Waste b ins  

New and additional bins have been installed in the Abbey Orchard and o ther 
locations. These have been partly funded by the F riends of Verulamium Park. More  

are  planned for the woodland areas, and the museum car park which would be 
installed by the end of March 2010.  

 
Toilets  

£45k has now been found by the c ouncil to refurbis h the toilets facing the bottom  
of the large lake by the Causeway. The y indicated that the work would be 

completed by the summer.  
 

The l akes  
Unfortunately Country Side Management Services (CMS) were not available at the 

meeting to update the progress on de aling with the silt problem in the large lake. 
Licences to enable improved exchange of  water between the Ver and the l akes 

have  been applied for. The work is now planned to start in September 2010.   
 

Other issues  
The canopies of the trees over the Ver hav e been  raised and further work will be 

undertaken on the stretch between the Abbey Mills and Holywell Hill .   

 

Work is required to deal with excess vegetation which wa s undermining the edges 
of the C auseway. This work was planned for 2010.  

 
No update was a vailable for the meeting on the question of entrance signage 

improvements and development  of the Labyrinth Garden, but it was stated that it 
was hoped that Green Flag status would be achieved by 2011. These works would 

almost certainly have to be completed  before the award could be given.  
 

English Heritage permission was awaited for the planting of 47 new trees 
throughout the p ark.  Permissions and approvals still remain outstanding for the 

exercise ar ea, w hich is to be sited on the old grass tennis c ourt s, so we are unable 
to give a date for the proposed installation at the time of writing.  The next 

meeting of the steering committee is planned for May 12 th , 2010.  
 

Tony Mason  


