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Waders in art - WHERE’S OLI ? Julia Page 

 
When our children were young, one of their 
favourite books was ‘Where’s Wally?‘ by Martin 
Handford. They loved trying to find him in his 
distinctive red and white striped shirt amongst the 
hundreds of other characters on each page. The 
recurring stars of my article aren’t striped but they 
do have the red and white colouring which gives 
them stand-out prominence. I don’t think it will be 
nearly so hard to spot them in my drawings and 
paintings as it was to spot Wally. The ‘ Oli ' of the 
title will appear later on in the article.  
 Living in the London suburbs, sandwiched 
between Bushy Park, Home Park and Queen Mary 
Reservoir. With the River Thames to the immediate 
south, acting as a wildlife corridor, we do see some 
less than usual birds flying over such as Common 
Buzzards Buteo buteo and Red Kites Milvus milvus 
and every day a certain number of regular seabird 
species such as large flocks of Black-headed Gulls 
Chroicocephalus ridibundus, Herring Gulls Larus 
argentatus and the occasional group of terns. 
Waders hadn’t ever featured in that list until one 
day I saw and heard a pair of Eurasian 
Oystercatchers Haematopus ostralegus flying over 
the garden and there was no mistaking that shrill, 
piping call.   
 This distinctive pied wader, with the 
vibrant red beak and rose pink legs, seems to have 
been following me wherever I’ve been in recent 
years and before I first visited the London Wetland 
Centre, I hadn’t realised just how close this species 
was to home. My first visit to the Wildfowl and 
Wetland Trust Reserve at Barn Elms, London 
Wetland Centre, was a real eye opener. I was 
amazed to see flocks of Northern Lapwings Vanellus 
vanellus and Oystercatchers feeding in the shallows 
along with the more expected swans, coots, geese 
and ducks. On a subsequent occasion I was lucky 
enough to watch four Black-tailed Godwits Limosa 
limosa probing the mud from the Peacock Tower.  
 This reserve is a wonderful oasis, a jewel 
amidst the city, a stop off point for many species, a 
breathing space for visitors and a great inspiration 
for artists. I can never get over the fact that 
Oystercatchers are probing for invertebrates whilst 
Lapwings circle above and it’s all happening about 
a half a mile from the Hammersmith flyover.  
 Being so taken with all the beautiful birds 
I had seen at the reserve, I decided to produce an 
artwork to get printed as postcards for WWT to sell 
in the Visitor Centre shop to raise funds. Along with 
many of the birds I’d seen, it also featured several 
species of wader such as Pied Avocet Recurvirostra 
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avosetta, Lapwing, Common Ringed Plover 
Charadrius hiaticula AND of course the necessary 
Oystercatcher without which the picture would not 
be complete. One of the best views at LWC is from 
the Ladies' room window. It does remind me of the 
view from a Hebridean ferry - water and islands 
everywhere! 
 We did actually travel to the Hebrides for 
many years, to Colonsay in the Inner Hebrides. This 
beautiful, pristine isle situated between Islay and 
Jura to the South East, and Mull, Col and Tiree to the 
North West, is one of Argyll’s gems and I enjoyed 
drawing the maps of its location featuring mostly 
natural points of interest, especially birdlife and of 
course the necessary Oystercatchers. A week during 
May on Colonsay is guaranteed to ensure that you 
return year after year to repeat the same intense 
feelings of freedom, joy and communion with nature 
while the island undergoes its most glorious surge of 
renewal. Our cottage was close to the sea and on 
our first morning out it was of course that familiar 
shrill piping call that greeted us on the rocky 
shoreline. There's something I have in common with 
Oystercatchers: however much we like sandy 
beaches, we prefer stony, rocky ones and Colonsay 
has some superb crescent sand bays but also my 
favourite of all which I call the Stony Beach. This is a 
bay with a small amount of sand but mostly large 
and small stones, rocks and a whole variety of rock 
pools. It’s a place I could spend a whole day at, 
gazing into the miniature unique worlds amongst 
the pools and marvelling at the infinite pebble 
designs. There are always Oystercatchers here, 
probing amongst the rocks for invertebrates. The 
Stony Beach without oystercatchers would be 
unthinkable.  
 At the far end of the bay is a small 
sheltered cove with high rocks all around, almost 
like a cave without a ceiling. Sometimes the 
oystercatchers would stand guard at the entrance 
and their high pitched cries would resonate around 
the cove with a repeating echo. This amplified call 
inspired me to write a fiddle piece called 
‘Oystercatchers’ Reel‘ and I have a distinct memory 
of sitting on a rock, writing down the melody into 
my pocket mini manuscript book as the birds sang 
their song.  
 One year we even brought one of our pet 
guinea pigs with us all the way to Colonsay and back 
on public transport. She managed the journey like a 
dream and so enjoyed all the luscious grass and 
herbage at the cottage. On our return, I wrote and 
illustrated the book ‘Journey to an Island - with Little 
Moon and Oli‘. Oli was Little Moon’s companion on 
the journey - an RSPB toy Oystercatcher with a very 
loud call when squeezed. I do think that humans are 
programmed to enjoy the colour red, due to our 
foraging behaviour for ripe fruits in our dim and 
distant past. So the inclusion of a big, red beak in 
every illustration was certainly an attractive and 
colourful addition to each page. 
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 2009 saw our last trip to Colonsay. The long journey 
was much more difficult than usual so we researched finding 
somewhere closer to home for our next taste of freedom. The 
coast of Norfolk provided that for us with its vast, continual 
strands and wide open skies. Living in suburbia, we never get to 
see the horizon, but in Norfolk that’s almost a 360 degree 
opportunity. With the addition of the salt marshes and 
freshwater lagoons, artists’ inspiration is everywhere especially 
as the birdlife features so prominently. Waders of all kinds are 
the great attractions here and I included several species in my 
artworks from this area. Naturally, Oystercatchers feature in 
most of them.  
 One of my best experiences of waders was very 
surprising. Walking down to the beach in fog didn’t seem at all 
promising but once down there, and although it was easy to get 
disorientated on the vast shore, one was gradually put at ease 
hearing the birds at the tideline going about their business as 
usual. The tide edge attracts a myriad of species - Sanderlings 
Calidris alba, Ruddy Turnstones Arenaria interpres, Eurasian 
Curlews Numenius arquarta, Purple Sandpipers Calidris 
maritima, godwits and several other waders. The most vocal of 
course were the Oystercatchers and like in the Colonsay cove, 
their voices were amplified by the mist and seemed louder 
than ever. This was partially due to the still silence created by 
the lack of wind and crashing waves. It was hard to see all the birds clearly with the mist swirling around but the bright red beaks of the 
oystercatchers stood out like beacons offering reassurance and familiarity in this magical opaque world. 
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