
HOLT ISLAND NATURE RESERVE EDUCATION PACK

ABOUT THE FRIENDS GROUP
How we started
Our group was formed in 2007 when there was concern that the original boardwalk, built
in 1992-3, was in such a serious state of decomposition that it was unsafe, and the future

of the reserve was in
doubt. Commercial
estimates to rebuild 
it were beyond the
means of HDC
Countryside Services
so a small number 
of interested people
formed a volunteer
support group. 

The Friends wrote a
constitution, formed 
a committee and set
about recruiting
members. We added
our weight to the
existing team of
practical volunteers,
and we made it known

to HDC that we would assist in any scheme to help overcome the difficulties of replacing
the boardwalk. Eventually a solution was found, the new boardwalk created in record time
and under budget, and the preservation of the reserve assured for the foreseeable future.

Our progress
The Friends group has gone from strength to strength. Our membership has grown as we
have promoted the reserve and our activities, and we are pleased with the contributions
we have made to help improve its visitor experience. We are still a relatively new group 
but we are proud of our loyal membership base and the links we are making with local
businesses and schools. It is gratifying too to see increasing numbers of visitors over the
summer months, both local and from
further afield.

In particular
In addition to providing all the concrete
needed for the new boardwalk and the
funds to extend it to the main entrance,
our particular achievements to date are
the provision of wheel-chair friendly
picnic tables with seating in the central
meadow, plus a bench seat on the
boardwalk, and assistance to create two
new interpretation boards. We secured funding to
create this Education Pack, and more recently for the replacement of the
old tools’ hut with a proper cabin, a new gate, and two more interpretation boards.
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Willow & Baskets
are part of the history of Holt Island and two small osier beds are maintained as a reminder of a

thriving basket weaving business, founded in St Ives by John Harrison in 1877

Holt Island is managed by Huntingdonshire District Council’s Countryside Services with the help of volunteers.  If you have any comments please contact the Rangers on 01480 451568.  This board was funded by the Friends of Holt Island Nature Reserve with assistance from the Woodford Community and Environmental Fund.
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12%)32�$1�45The willows you can see here were planted in the 1990s. In the winter they are

cut back ‘pollarded’ to form short stumps in rows (left), but in spring they soon

sprout long bendy wands (right). Note the ridges and furrows formed from the

nutrient-rich silt deposited when the river floods. The furrows serve to keep the

willows moist while the ridges help to keep the harvesters’ feet dry. The height

of the stumps deters deer from nibbling the young shoots.

Harvesting The close-up of the stump (above)
demonstrates how many wands can be cut from

each tree each season. The crop is used locally to

make living willow arches and tunnels, often as

school projects, and in basket-making workshops.

The bark is removed on some wands
to make white willow which, when
woven with green or unstrippedwillow, makes patterns.

�)46%78The basket makers, again mostlymen, then had a choice of threetypes of wand: brown with bark still
on; white after stripping; and buff
after boiling and stripping. It was a
sit-down job (above), with eachbasket mounted on a raised ‘lapboard’ and the range of designsimpressive. Local orchards required

‘flats’ for fruit, and also in demand
were potato baskets, laundry baskets,
sorting baskets for mail and even
filter baskets for Fire Brigade hoses.Willow is still used today for fences,

coracles, furniture, baskets for bikes
and hot air balloons.

12%)32�$!)7Cutting the osiers over 100 years ago was
work for the men (above). Here you can see
that the tool used was a ‘hook’, similar to a
hand sickle. It was back-breaking work as the

willow was cut to the ground (coppiced). Removing the bark was work

for the women (below left) who used a metal ‘cleave’ through which the

wand was pulled to strip it. On the table lie the wands sorted into

bundles or ‘bolts’ for transport, with All Saints Parish Church behind. 

The bundles were loaded ontobarges and shipped from the Island
to The Quay, just beyond the town
bridge, and from there carried by
horse and cart to Filbert’s Walk on
Hemingford Meadow to Harrison’s
warehouse and workshop. 

More recently John Harrison’sgrandson Jack (right) took over the
business in the 1950s and is seen
here using the same stripping tool as that of the ladies many years

before him. The firm prospered. Holt Island and many other osier beds

up and down the river supplied much willow. It was kept moist in

troughs or ‘pits’ in the ground to keep it supple and some was boiled in

tanks to produce a buff colour after stripping.
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How we work
We organise ourselves around the seasons of the year. So, each quarter the committee
meets to review progress and make new plans. We publish a newsletter, The Islander, to
mark the season and to keep our members up to date with what we are doing on the
Island. Socially, we organise a Spring Surprise Family Fun Day, plus four walks through the
year for members and
their friends: the
Spring Step; Summer
Stroll; Autumn Ramble;
and Winter Warmer.
Our AGM in July always
features a popular
guest speaker and 
is well attended.

We organise a popular ADOPTABOX fund-raiser, the proceeds
from which helped fund the creation of a dedicated bird-feeding
station on the Island. Sponsors of each nesting box are kept
informed of its progress throughout the breeding season, and

invited to a nest box guided walk in May. For those interested in birds, we monitor all
sightings throughout the year and publish these in The Islander.

We are keen to develop our relationships with
Schools and already the Eco-Ivo group at St Ivo
School has attended our work parties in The
Thicket. We are also committed to assist HDC
with their Countryside Services work there, and
in Wilhorn Meadow.

We want the reserve to be used for educational
visits and this is why we have created this
pack. We hope it will offer you plenty of ideas 
to form the basis of trips to the Island, and we
look forward hearing of your experiences with
it. If you would like your school or group to be
more closely involved with the Island reserve,
and are interested in becoming members,
please contact The Friends group at 
ianjackson@ntlworld.com or 
HDC Countryside Rangers on 01480 451568

  

Chairman’s Comments

The Friends Group 
is a voluntary 

organization dedicated 
to the promotion 
and protection of 

Holt Island, Wilhorn 
Meadow and The 

Thicket in St Ives for 
the enjoyment of all.

 
 

 

The Islander

REMINDERS

Time for family fun on 
the Island on Sunday 15 
April. Why not come on 
down, bring your lunch 
and let the children test 
our activities, from 
Easter trail to making a 
mini-beast home. It’s 
free!

SPRING STEP WALK
Join us on our guided 
walk at 7.30 pm at Little 
Paxton Pits Nature 
Reserve on Friday 4 May, 
as part of our 
neighbouring Friends 
group Nightingale 
Festival. Robin Waters 
has all the details on 
01480 386644
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Not on the Island (yet) but who could resist a singing Nightingale at this time of year? If you haven’t 
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Ian Jackson, Chair, Friends of Holt Island Nature Reserve, May 2012

ILLUSTRATION CREDITS
The artwork illustrations of flora and fauna throughout are copyright © Coral Design
Management. The diagrams in MAKE A SIMPLE FRUIT BASKET are from Modern Basketry
Techniques by Barbara Maynard and Mary Butcher, Batsford Books 1993. The dog, gulls and
sheep in THE COUNTRYSIDE CODE are copyright © Aardman Animation Ltd. 

The photographs are copyright as follows: Jill Burt INTRODUCTION, RISK ASSESSMENTS;
Colin Knott MATHS WALK; Ian Jackson title and title verso page, SPRING HAS SPRUNG!
contents, SUMMER SURPRISES contents, AUTUMN ANTICS contents, WINTER WARMERS
contents, RIVER AND FLOODS, FEEDBACK; Charlotte Jordan THE IMPORTANCE OF WILLOW;
Rupert Paul BUILD A BEE HOTEL; Dae Sasitorn and Adrian Warren/ www.lastrefuge.co.uk
ST IVES FROM THE AIR; Nigel Sprowell HELPING THE BIRDS, WHAT IS A LICHEN? 

The print of St Ives in the CHANGING LANDSCAPES introduction is courtesy of The Norris
Museum.

The map symbols in the WHERE ARE WE? introduction are courtesy of the ORDNANCE
SURVEY, as are the maps in THEN AND NOW.

The poem on the title verso page is copyright © Christopher John Morgan 2012
Projects text copyright © Friends of Holt Island Nature Reserve
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FEEDBACK
We are very keen to know how you have got on with
the Pack, both on the lsland and indoors. Please feel

free to get in touch with us and let us know what
you/the children liked, and what you didn’t like. 

Please contact Ian Jackson, Chair, Friends of Holt
Island Nature Reserve at ianjackson@ntlworld.com or

HDC Countryside Rangers on 01480 451568




