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Letter to Peter Riches, land agent to Catfield Hall Estate, from Alec Bull 
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From: Alexander Holburn  

To: andrew.alston@farmline.com  

Sent: Sunday, May 22, 2011 1:32 PM  

Subject: Catfield Marshes  

Hi Andrew, 

You asked for my recollections of traditional water management practices on Catfield marshes. 

My experience of the Catfield and adjacent marshes dates from 1973. My father-in-law Percy Neave, 
and his father Herbert before him, owned or rented most of these marshes. They owned the Moores 
Head Marsh beside Barton Broad and two marshes to the north of Shoals Dyke at Irstead. They rented 
marshes from three local charities: Irstead, Neatishead & Barton, and Catfield Poors. The Neaves are 
also past tenants of Catfield Hall marshes including those parts now owned by the Butterfly Trust. The 
Neave family’s involvement in management of marshes continues to this day.  

Percy Neave was immensely knowledgeable and experienced in the day-to-day management of the 
marshes. He was born in 1914 at Fenside and lived there until his marriage when he moved up to 
Catfield village where he lived for the rest of his life. Percy made regular inspections of the marshes in 
his care. I was a frequent visitor to his home and used to keep him company on these expeditions. 

In brief, the Neave family has been engaged in harvesting reed and sedge and in maintenance of the 
Catfield marshes and dykes for many decades. Maintenance included regular clearance of dykes, vital 
for water flow and for access to the marshes. A sluice through the rond provided further means of 
control of water levels on Catfield Hall marshes. In times past intermittent ‘turfing out’ of reed beds 
was undertaken to facilitate water flow onto the marshes and to restore their productivity. The turfed 
out peat was dried and taken off the marshes to be sold as fuel. Under this regime of active 
maintenance these marshes were formerly immensely productive of both reed and sedge. 

What is also clear is that the Second World War brought an abrupt end to orderly management of the 
Catfield marshes. Before the war these marshes provided employment for 10 or more marsh-men but 
few returned to this activity after. Harvesting resumed post-war but output was much reduced. And, 
while major dykes have been cleared, traditional turfing out of marshes virtually ceased. 

Before the rond was restored in recent times there was only a single sluice allowing passage of water to 
and from Catfield Hall marshes. In Percy’s childhood the sluice was located a bit down the rond. This 
old sluice was replaced by Percy with another sluice at a more convenient location near Fenside. For 
many years Percy regularly checked the water levels and adjusted the boards and flows accordingly. 
His purpose was, as far as was within his powers, to retain optimal water levels for growth of reed and 
sedge on Catfield Hall marshes and to sustain sufficient water levels in the inner dykes to permit 
boating out of product. As water levels inside the old rond tended to be on the low side, he would also 
permit inflow through the rond when external conditions permitted. Issues of water quality were not 
then a major part of the decision-taking process for determining optimal water flows and levels. I am 
not aware of anyone other than Percy controlling the operation of this sluice which was eventually 
replaced by two new sluices when the rond was restored and control of the sluices passed into other 
hands. 

I think the most likely explanation for the present state of Catfield Hall marshes is persistent failure to 
apply traditional marsh management techniques. Turfing out may be out of fashion but, given the 
inherently low water levels inside the rond, this procedure may well be crucial to restoring the Hall’s 
reed beds back to health and productivity. 

With best wishes, 

Dr A M Holburn 

32 St Margaret’s Road 

Oxford OX2 6RX 
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