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Richard Harrison introduced himself in the manner that was to characterise his talk: with a 

quiet, understated humour, fluent without being showy, and self-deprecatory about his status 

as a naturalist and abilities as a photographer.  As you’ll see, he said, there will be some 

“shockingly bad” pictures to come.  Not so, they were much better than he suggested, and if 

there were a few ill-lit or out-of-focus shots, they each had their story to tell – just as Richard 

had, as we were about to hear. 
 

Richard explained that he took a “career break” when made redundant by an IT firm ten years 

ago, and volunteered for conservation work locally.  Having discovered he enjoyed the 

outdoor life he joined the BBOWT Water Vole Survey, scouring the riverbanks along the 

Kennet to Newbury.  In due course he found work in London, then Abingdon, and moved 

there from Earley.  He soon took to walking along Abingdon’s River Ock in the evenings.  

Early on he saw water voles, and though he makes no claim to be a scientist, now maintains a 

blog of his numerous sightings.   
 

His talk about the river and its wildlife was structured according to the passage of the 

seasons, linked by the continuing presence of the water voles, and generously illustrated with 

photographs.  Among the more memorable comments was that in one location water voles 

even climb trees in the spring to feed on willow shoots!  He observed that they spend a lot of 

time fighting each other and noted – perhaps surprisingly for a water dweller – that they can 

drown when the meadows flood. Among his pictures was a record of Richard’s only sighting 

of a baby vole.   
 

He described his sightings of a wide range of mammals (and other wildlife), but focussed on 

the interaction of voles, mink and otters, the populations of which have each been increasing 

– with or without the intervention of BBOWT – and their behavioural patterns changing. 
 

In Ock Meadow – the flood plain – otters can be seen, especially late in the day.  On more 

than one occasion Richard has seen a mother and her two cubs, and in one of the more 

personal moments of the evening Richard shared his experience of photographing them.  He 

first saw the cubs, and then the mother – three in one sighting.  The mother appeared 

unabashed at his presence.  Later in the summer the cubs could be seen on their own before 

re-joining their mother.  Then, on one evening he saw her and she swam toward him, to 

within a couple of feet.  What a fantastic close up!  Richard raised the camera and pressed the 

button – only to curse the auto-focus afterwards.  The picture was of a beautifully sharp blade 

of grass and the otter simply a brown blur.  However, as he philosophically reflected, most 

people never get to see an otter, let alone one within stroking distance in daylight.  So 

although he wouldn’t win Wildlife Photographer of the Year, it was the moment that was 

important and the photograph was just a record.  He had captured the memory. 
 

Besides such sightings, another form of evidence is “poo”, and Richard displayed a singular 

enthusiasm for this aspect of wildlife.  His comments about not using the dining room table 

for dissection were telling and conjured up visions of marital discord.  He also brought some 

fresh samples, which he brought for members of the audience to examine afterwards. 
 

The talk was a pleasure to listen to, evidence of the simple pleasures of observing wildlife.  

And his lesson for us? – expect the unexpected.  If you go looking, you often find something 

else.  He left us with an example: a great white egret.  It was passing through – there is only 

one nesting pair in the country (in Somerset), so what are the chances? 
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