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Ripples from the House on the Shore – Eric Ennion and 

Northumberland 
 

 

“Birds have been my quest for as long as I remember. Most of our British residents I 

have watched and sketched in one place or another; the migrants I have wished to 

follow to their destinations, and always with a greater wistfulness for those 

northbound.” 

Eric Arthur Roberts Ennion (E.A.R.E.) 

 

Introduction 

Eric Ennion (1900-1981), was an 

outstanding 20th century bird 

illustrator, one of the most important 

of the ‘realistic’ post-War bird artists, 

alongside Peter M. Scott (1909-

1989) and Charles F. Tunnicliffe 

(1901-1979), all of whom, through 

their ‘living’ drawings and paintings, 

played a major role in the post-war 

revival of interest in ornithology and 

natural history.  Ennion spent most 

of the 1950s living and working on 

the Northumberland coast where he 

studied bird migration and found 

subject matter for his art. 

 

Throughout his adult life he drew 

Britain’s native birds, a master at 

capturing their movement, posture 

and behaviour not to mention 

structure and plumage features.   

Today, in the wider context, he is 

relatively unknown to the public but 

he occupies a somewhat revered 

position amongst those who truly understand birds and admire great bird art. 

 

“Eric Ennion was a unique but not widely known genius of British wildlife painting.  A 

Cambridgeshire doctor with a passion for nature, he gave up medicine to pioneer Field 

Study Centres and to write, to broadcast and above all to draw and paint the birds he knew 

with a first-hand experience seldom equalled by any artist.” 

John Busby (1928-2015), Edinburgh College of Art (1982) 

 

Ennion taught his pupils to see with a fresh vision, not his but their own and he strove to help 

them better understand how they might develop this.  He did this by encouraging a greater 

understanding of nature’s pictorial possibilities and, from an artistic point of view, how to 

grasp the essential elements of making a picture from what was observed.  It was said of 

 
Eric Arthur Roberts Ennion ringing an adult kittiwake on the Farne Islands; 

young admirers looking on. 



Ennion that he was able to distil the essence of a bird in a few lines and bold shapes, 

emboldened with their individual character.  He captured the vitality of his subjects in 

methods informed by his profound knowledge, and driven by his intense observational power 

of birds.  Unlike many of the preceding generations of artists, he did not paint birds in posed 

portraits or try to achieve a photographic detail in 

their representation.  Rather, in the stillness of a 

sketch or the frozen painting, he captured birds’ 

movement and the sometimes idiosyncratic shape 

of the living birds ‘as seen’ in the wild.  Ennion’s 

approach was not always popular; many of his 

contemporary ornithologists were more 

accustomed to the ‘perfected portraits’ they had 

become familiar with in handbooks and gallery style 

representations. 

 

Through his teachings, writing, broadcasting and 

lecturing, and above all, through his art Ennion 

exerted a profound influence on the generations of 

ornithologists that followed him.  In breadth he was 

an all-round naturalist, who placed prime 

importance on field work, essentially what we might 

consider a modern ecologically orientated 

birdwatcher.  As is illustrated by one story from 

Monk’s House, “One misty morning I got within 

twenty yards of a feeding spoonbill by crawling along an empty, but sticky creek”; illustrating 

how the combination of his field craft and observational powers combined to allow him to 

study the bird ‘in its habitat’, these skills were always paramount to him. 

 

Early Life 

Eric Arthur Roberts Ennion was born at Kettering on 7 June, 1900, the son of Dr. Octavius 

Ennion, a general practitioner in rural Northamptonshire.  In 1904, the family moved to 

Burwell on the edge of the Cambridgeshire fens, when Eric was four.  After initial private 

tuition and a period at the Perse School in Cambridge, he entered Epsom College in 1915.  

From an early age he was fascinated by birds, butterflies and moths, and he loved drawing 

them.  The wild countryside of the fens was a constant draw to him and like many boys at 

that time he kept a variety of pets, including snakes and bats, not to mention the obligatory 

egg collection. 

 

Robust in outlook, Ennion’s father bought Eric a shotgun when he was 13 or 14 years of age 

and foisted him upon the local gamekeeper, so that the latter could teach Eric to shoot, it 

was through this early relationship that Ennion learnt his field craft.  In pursuit of ‘game’ he 

learnt how to move silently, how to use cover and how to keep still while watching his target.  

Through much of his early adult life at least, he remained a keen shot.  As well as the 

gamekeeper, the village bird catcher, with his traps and devices, was a source of early 

fascination for Ennion.  Many of the techniques he observed as being put to use to trap birds 

for cage and table were, in his later life, adapted to the study of birds and migration.  From a 

literary perspective, as a youngster, he was inspired by the writings of Richard Jefferies; The 

Amateur Poacher being one of his favourites. 

 
Ennion’s sketch of curlew, as figured in The House on the Shore 

and which forms the basis of the illustration on its front cover. 



At Epsom College, as a teenager, Eric found the discipline and sport irksome, although he 

enjoyed rugby.  Referring back to this time, he would later write: “The woods and wide green 

folds of the gorse-cluttered downs swept up to the school walls.  With their jays and 

nuthatches, their bullfinches and sparrowhawks – and all their enchanting butterflies and 

moths, they drew me as a magnet to a pin.” 

 

A capable student, wildlife was his main love.  He was appointed secretary of Epsom 

College’s Natural History Society and won the drawing prize, three volumes of Richard 

South’s British Butterflies and Moths.  By all accounts, his school books were decorated with 

his nature notes and sketches of the latest observations.  In later life, he recalled that on one 

occasion his English Master at Epsom, James Watt Wilson (nicknamed ‘Crusty’), noticed 

these; the response?  ‘What’s a Shoveler, Ennion?’ ‘A kind of duck, Sir, Eric replied.  

Deference to his master meant he did not add ‘of course’ but his tone had implied it.  ‘What’s 

a syllogism?’ Crusty asked.  ‘I don’t know, Sir’ was Ennion’s reply.  Neither did anyone else 

in the class; honours were even. 

 

Into Careers 

Eric Ennion continued to draw and paint, and it is probable that his maternal great uncle, J. 

Bouverie Goddard, who was a well-known painter of animals who had exhibited at the Royal 

Academy, influenced his early development as an artist and naturalist.  While still a 

developing, and prize-winning, artist at school, Ennion met renowned bird artist Archibald 

Thorburn.  At this time, he had the opportunity to discuss with Thorburn the idea that he 

might make a career in painting birds; the great man advised him against this, claiming that it 

was a too risky business. 

 

Consequently, it was agreed that Ennion should go on to study medicine.  As a result, in 

1918 he went to Caius College, Cambridge, to do just that and subsequently he attended St. 

Mary’s Hospital, London, to 

complete his clinical 

training.  He enjoyed 

undergraduate life, joining 

the renowned Cambridge 

University Footlights 

Dramatic Club, and from 

1919 until 1921 he was 

Secretary and Business 

Manager of this. 

 

After graduation, adult life 

beckoned and was fully 

entered into.  In 1925 he 

formed the most enduring 

relationship of his life, when 

he married Dorothy Parke (a 

union that would last over 

50 years).  They went on to, 

quite rapidly, establish a full-blown family, having three children in relatively short order; 

Sheila (born 1926), Juliet (1929) and Hugh (1932).  A married man, with responsibilities, in 

 
A detail of Ennion’s painting Marsh and Riverside Birds; a composition inspired by his 

long-term studies of the birds of Burwell Fen, Cambridgeshire. 



1926 he joined his father’s country practice at Burwell.  

Two years later, on his father's untimely death, he took 

over the practice, which he went on to run for the next 

17 years.  At the time Ennion found general practice an 

almost perfect occupation for a keen naturalist.  It 

brought him a good income that supported his family but 

it also allowed him the time and freedom to study and 

paint birds and to develop his passion for natural history, 

as he went on his rounds. 

 

By 1930 Ennion had already developed a distinctive style of painting that had evolved, in 

effect, ‘spontaneously’ from his first-hand observations of nature; watching, sketching, trying 

to catch the inner meaning of the interesting things that birds do and how they behave – 

though clearly his observation and admiration of other artists must have informed this. 

 

In the years before the Second World War, Ennion realised every opportunity that he could 

to study birds.  He travelled widely around Britain, often on birdwatching holidays with the 

family.  More locally, he spent hours sketching the birds of Burwell Fen, the Brecks, the 

Norfolk Broads, and along the Norfolk and Suffolk coasts.  He also made a number of trips 

abroad, with visits to Holland in 1930 (to Texel and Naardemeer) and Iceland in 1936.  His 

book, Bird Man’s River written largely in the 1930s and comprising illustrations from over ten 

years of drawing largely wetland birds at Burwell and elsewhere, was eventually published in 

2011. 

 

By 1937, Ennion had amassed enough large scale watercolours to mount his first one-man 

exhibition, which was staged at the Greatorex Galleries in London.  This was followed by a 

further two exhibitions in the next two years.  Concurrent with this artistic outpouring, he was 

busy writing magazine articles - usually illustrated with his line drawings; many of these were 

published in The Field and the East Anglian Magazine; an illustration of the connections he 

retained to the world of ‘the shoot’ and the countryman. 

 

When Burwell, the small Cambridgeshire fen he had known and watched birds in since he 

was a boy, was drained at the commencement of the Second World War (it was ‘reclaimed 

for agriculture’), Ennion wrote what some consider his best book, Adventurers Fen 

(published in 1942).  With obvious passion and heartfelt sorrow at its loss, this recorded the 

history and wildlife of ‘his’ wonderful place and all that he had learnt there in almost forty 

years of observation and study.  Publishing was now part of his ‘routine’ and another book; 

The British Birds was produced in 1943.  This contained illustrations made with a ‘line and 

wash’ technique that would be used regularly by him for the rest of his life. 

 

By 1945, the responsibilities of his medical practice were increasing and the imminence of 

the National Health Service, with its increased burden of administration and bureaucracy, 

were not attractive to Ennion.  His multiplicity of activities, writing, broadcasting, sketching 

and painting, hinted at the possibility of earning a living from these if they were combined in 

full-time fashion.  Eric and Dorothy felt it was time to change course.  The medical practice 

was sold, a cottage bought but he and his wife were never to live in it; circumstances 

intervened. 

 

 



 

Field Studies - Flatford Mill 

An encounter with Francis Butler, the father of the Field Study Centres movement proved 

fateful and life-changing.  It led to Ennion being appointed the first warden of the first 

national Field Study Centre at Flatford Mill, on the River Stour, Suffolk.  The site had recently 

been acquired by the National Trust and Ennion was influential in persuading the Trust to 

establish there a field centre; the first step in the creation of a series of six such facilities 

around the country.  So, it came to pass that in the summer of 1945, Dorothy at his side 

running the domestics of Flatford, Ennion, age 45, began the work of establishing a viable 

facility; a major step for Eric and the whole family. 

 

Between 1947 and 1949, Ennion published further books, including The Story of Migration 

(1947) and The Lapwing (1949).  In 1948, he held his fourth London exhibition, at the 

Ackermann Gallery in Bond Street.  At the time he also served on the councils of both the 

Royal Society for the Protection of Birds and the British Trust for Ornithology – no mean feat 

for someone who believed that the best size for a committee was ‘one’, plus ‘your’ wife. 

 

Ennion’s time at Flatford Mill was a success.  Student numbers grew, as did the Field Study 

Centre’s revenues, but the burden of administration, especially as additional staff were 

added to the centre’s function, proved problematic for Ennion’s ‘relaxed’ approach.  He had 

an ongoing ambition to establish a satellite, bird ringing station nearer to the Suffolk coast to 

study migration, but his work, regular teaching and the running of Flatford Mill conspired to 

prevent this.  After five years, 

the centre was well established, 

solvent and Ennion wanted to 

spend more time studying birds 

than he could whilst being 

responsible for such a busy 

business - as it had become – it 

was he felt, time to move on; 

northwards. 

 

The House on the Shore 

Ennion and Dorothy first viewed 

Monk’s House (The ‘House on 

the Shore’) one afternoon in 

 

 

Ennion’s sketch of Flatford Mill 

Monk’s House, from a local 1950’s postcard and as it must have appeared to the 

Ennion’s on their first encounter with it. 



November 1949.  It was an old rambling grey stone-built house half-hidden in St. Aidan’s 

Dunes to the north of Seahouses, on the exposed Northumberland coast.  To realise Eric’s 

dream of a coastal migration study station, the Ennions had been searching for a coastal 

property along the English south coast, as well as the east coasts of Norfolk and Suffolk. 

 

Northumberland hadn’t been on their horizon but although the building was said to look 

unkempt and uncared for on their first viewing, Ennion said it felt like the right place.  The 

house stood in its own little bay, looking out to sea with the Farnes about two miles offshore, 

prominent on the house’s eastern vista.  Its name coming from its former owners, the monks 

of Lindisfarne Priory who, at one time, ran a ferry from a point near the house across to Inner 

Farne, and the priory there. 

 

Formerly known as Brocksmouth, a building of some kind had stood on the site since at least 

the 13th century, possibly earlier.  It is documented that in 1257, Henry III had granted the 

monk’s of Farne a plot of land to build a storehouse near his ‘Mill of Brocksmith’ and various 

buildings have been present ever since. 

 

The core of the Monk’s House, mid-twentieth century buildings date back to the 19th century 

and, in 1950, Monk’s House was more correctly three houses.  At the time of the Ennion’s 

first viewing the house had no residents – other than a live-in caretaker - it then being used 

as a summertime holiday let.  Today, Monk’s House is a Grade II-listed building, and during 

the winter of 2013/14, the modern building’s roof was badly damaged in a fire. 

 

 

 

The location of Monk’s House on the Northumberland coast; north of Seahouses, south of Bamburgh, the Farne Islands offshore.  

Inset a closer view of the buildings, adjacent to the 2016 coast road, the Monk’s House Pool to the south, south east of these (from 

Google Maps). 
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Monk’s House was finally 

purchased by the Ennion’s in 

spring 1950, hired to 

summer visitors that year 

only for the couple to return 

in autumn and set to with the 

refurbishment work proper – 

aiming for an Easter opening 

of the observatory in 1951, 

which they managed.  

During this process, the 

Ennions moved into the old 

caretaker’s cottage, now 

replete with bath, whilst they 

oversaw the renovation of the main house, which took place through the winter of 1950/51. 

 

Ennion’s initial idea was that Monk’s House should be run under the auspices of the Farne 

Naturalists Trust but after being persuaded 

that this might conflict with National Trust 

interests it became a ‘stand alone affair’ 

and was called Monk’s House Bird 

Observatory.  So it was here, with his 

domestic factotum and administrator from 

Flatford (Dorothy) at his side, that he was 

able to fulfil his dream of running his own 

bird observatory - the eighth in a chain of 

such coastal observatory stations that came 

into operation after the War. 

 

The study of migration was very much to 

the fore in British ornithology at this time 

and Ennion was at the heart of these 

developments.  During this period, he 

helped pioneer the trapping of waders and 

enthusiastically adopted mist-nets when 

these were first introduced as an aid to 

trapping birds. 

 

During the 1950s the ‘house on the shore’ 

was said to be buzzing with keen young 

naturalists birdwatchers and budding artists 

it attracted a regular band of keen bird 

ringers and provided courses for in-

dependent naturalists, artists, students from 

colleges and schools. 

 

Over the years of its existence, many 

scarce and rare birds were documented by the birdwatchers and researchers staying at 

 

Memories of Ennion: Stuart Reay 

“My main memories of staying with the Ennions are of 

setting traps on the shore next to Monks House and 

catching all sorts of waders and other small birds in the 

dunes. He organised trips to the Farnes and we were 

on our own on the islands and were allowed to wander 

anywhere, which would be impossible with all today’s 

visitors. 

 

We reached under sitting eider ducks and counted the 

eggs; as now, the terns bombed you and there were 

lots of puffins. 

 

At dusk we were equipped with two long hazel poles 

joined at the top with a net between them and climbed 

up the pine trees in a local wood where starlings and 

redwings were roosting.  Dr. Ennion and helpers then 

drove the birds from one end to the other and we 

caught what we could and lowered them down to be 

ringed.  He was very interested in migration and this 

was to increase the knowledge of that as I think they 

weren't sure where the starlings summered. 

 

Monk’s House was pretty stark with lots of bare floors 

and as far as I knew no heating but I mostly came 

home at night unless we were catching the starlings. 

 

Bearing in mind that this was over 60 years ago my 

memories are a bit sketchy.  I think they (the Ennions) 

went to Dorset when they left Monks House to be near 

his son who was growing watercress, which was 

unusual then. 

 

Monks House is now split up into units and I supplied 

some dressed stone when it was being altered.” 

 

Monk’s House - from the beach - at ‘St. Cuthbert’s’ on the Northumberland coast, as it 

appeared in spring 2016. 



Monk’s House, such as the green–winged teal that was found on Monk’s House Pool in April 

1952.  However, what the site really offered Ennion was the opportunity to put into practice 

his burning ambition for dedicated bird ringing and studies of migration – to get up ‘close and 

personal’ with all of the birds (just like that old village bird catcher). 

 

Bird Ringing at Monk’s House 

At Monk's House, Ennion pioneered a wide 

range of ingeniously constructed and 

cunningly located traps and nets to catch 

birds, particularly wading birds, for the 

purpose of ringing.  To this end, Ennion 

used a variety of trapping methods, including adopting, and adapting, some of those used by 

bird trappers and he applied these to the purpose of bird research and migration studies.  

Many of these techniques and mechanisms are documented in Ennion’s Northumberland 

memoir, The House on the Shore (1960). 

 

Getting the ball rolling for Ennion’s bird ringing 

studies in 1951, was a rock pipit, ring number 

N7501, the first bird to be ringed at the 

observatory.  It was caught in a trap set on the 

burn that runs down to the beach, and which was 

operated using a string that ran down to the shore 

from the common room window. 

 

To catch starlings at their large communal roosts, 

Ennion employed bat-fowling nets, with the 

‘catchers’ holding these being perched within the 

roost, high up in the coniferous trees; clearly the 

concept of Health & Safety was in its infancy in the 

early 1950s.  Nonetheless, the ensuing large 

numbers of starlings caught, led to many 

recoveries of this species from Scandinavia and 

localities further afield, such as Finland, Latvia and 

Estonia and even Gateshead! 

 

Between spring 1951 and 31 December 1958, 23,925 birds of 148 species, were ringed at, 

or near, Monk’s House Bird Observatory.  These figures include birds caught and ringed on 

forays to Cheviot, the Breamish valley, Bass Rock, Holy Island and the Farnes.  Notable 

species records included a total of 120 ringed plover trapped and ringed between May 1951 

and December 1958. 

 

The systematic ringing of significant numbers of passage pied wagtails and meadows pipits 

revealed that these birds were passing along the Northumberland coast, with their winter 

destinations, proven by the recovery of birds ringed at Monk’s House, being in France, Spain 

and as far south west as Portugal.  Wheatears, caught and ringed heading south in late 

summer and autumn, were occasionally re-trapped in subsequent years, as they passed 

north along the same route, reversed. 

 

Memories of Ennion: Brian Little 

“I knew Eric very well indeed from 1950 to 1960. I 

stayed at Monk’s House regularly and Eric taught me 

to ring birds and I am still ringing birds at age 80. I also 

met him at Hancock Museum in 1980” 

 
Ennion with a tern chick on the Farne Isles, mid-1950s 



On their introduction from Japan, Ennion 

enthusiastically adopted mist-nests to 

support the Observatory’s study efforts and 

the numbers of bird ringed around the 

Monk’s House garden and fields increased 

accordingly.  A good example of their use 

was when Ennion’s ‘team’ caught 30 

waxwings that were feeding in a high 

hedge in the neighbourhood, by raising the 

mist-nets on 10-foot extension poles. 

 

Autumn wader-ringing expeditions to the 

shores and mudflats around Holy Island 

generated what were, at that time (pre-

cannon-netting) considered good capture 

totals.  For example, in just a few days 

during September 1957 Ennion’s 

expedition force, caught over 100 birds 

(including the first British-ringed sanderling 

to be later recovered abroad) when just a 

few years prior to this, the annual British 

total of ringed waders was little more than 

that total. 

 

As part of the observatory’s work Ennion 

established a ground-breaking, ‘colour-ring’ 

scheme of the rock pipits on the Farne 

Islands.  Different coloured rings were fitted 

to the young of the birds breeding on the 

different islands of the archipelago.  

Subsequent observations of ringed rock 

pipits indicted that the birds did not stay 

true to their islands of origin but readily 

mixed and bred with those from other 

islands, and also dispersed down the 

Northumberland coast.  Unfortunately the 

ring colours faded relatively rapidly and by 

the second year these appeared washed-

out and were difficult to read in the field, so 

useful observations ceased. 

 

As piquant addition to the seasonally varied work of the Observatory – migration counts and  

ringing migrants in spring and autumn, ringing seabirds in late spring and summer - there 

were the ‘special things’; the surprises that occasionally appear at bird observatories, 

rarities.  For example, the lesser grey shrike ringed in September 1952.  In itself, this was a 

major rarity, that it was later recovered further north after falling down a chimney in 

Aberdeen in October of the same year is extraordinary.  Then there was the second Pallas’ 

warbler for Britain, which was caught in the garden of Monk’s House on 13 October 1951; 

Memories of Ennion: Graham Bell  

“I came up to study at University, in 1952 from 

Manchester Grammar and whilst I was a keen 

birdwatcher I hadn’t even visited the coast, too busy 

studying.  I decided in 1954 that I really must go across 

to the Farne Islands. 

 

So I set out, in summer ’54, caught the bus from 

Newcastle all the way to Seahouses, one bus.  I was 

the only person aboard and I remember the ‘clippie’ - 

the lady conductress - we stopped at a level crossing 

and she said, “Listen to that, a corncrake!” It was my 

first corncrake.  We heard it ‘creke, crake’ and I 

thought, how wonderful that somebody on the bus 

could point out a bird to me, like that. 

 

I went on to Seahouses where I stayed in a BB that 

night and the following morning I arrived at Monk’s 

House to meet Dr. Ennion, Dr. Eric Ennion, who I was 

a little bit in awe of because of his fabulous reputation 

and knowledge of birds.  With about twelve others we 

went across to the Farne Islands, in Billy Shield’s boat. 

 

On the way across - it was the seventeenth of June 

1954 - we saw a multitude of birds: puffins, guillemot 

and kittiwakes, fulmars, even a greylag goose.  As we 

went in to the islands - we landed on Staple Island -

hordes of terns, Arctic terns, and my first eider’s nest 

that I found (I was a big nest-finder in those days). 

 

Then we travelled in to Inner Farne, after calling at 

Brownsman, where the roseate terns were nesting.  

We could see the roseates on their nests, they don’t’ 

nest there any longer.  Then we landed on Inner Farne 

with hundreds of pairs of sandwich and Arctic terns all 

wheeling around our heads. 

 

Quite an amusing incident; in spite of the fact that it 

was summer, it was still quite cool - and quite a rough 

crossing - I had gone across and, being a poor student 

in those days, not having lots of extra outdoor clothes 

and sweaters and so forth, I had actually left my 

pyjamas on underneath my outdoor birdwatching 

clothes.  I was very aware that somebody might see 

the collar or cuffs of my trousers beneath my outdoor 

trousers.  So for my first trip to the Farnes and my first 

meeting with the redoubtable Eric Ennion, I was in my 

pyjamas.” 



the first British record of the species since 1896.  

A stunningly handsome male white-spotted 

bluethroat ringed in the garden of Shepherd’s 

Cottage at Beadnell dunes, on 18 April 1957 – 

many years later this was painted by Ennion from 

his field sketches of the time. 

 

Other notable Monk’s House ringing records and 

recoveries included: 

 A red-backed shrike ringed at Monks' 

House on 28 August 1954 that 

was found at Marsala, Sicily, on 24 

September of that year 

 A sanderling ringed on Holy Island 

2 September 1957, which was 

discovered in Georgia a month 

later 

 A turnstone ringed at Monks' 

House on 30 August 1955 was 

found near Libreville, Gabon, on 

27 October 1955; the first African 

recovery of a British-ringed 

turnstone 

 The first adult whimbrel to be 

trapped in Britain; this was caught 

by Ennion in autumn 1957 

 Gannet, ringed at Bass Rock and 

recovered in France, Portugal and 

the Canaries 

 Kestrel recovered in Bedfordshire 

 Lapwings from France 

 Curlew recovered from Tipperary, Ireland 

 Cuckoo from Belgium 

 Barn owl, from Perth Scotland 

 Wheatear, from Biarritz, Switzerland – migrating overland, through the Alps 

Memories of Ennion: Ana Balfour 

“We had family holidays at Monk’s House in the mid 

1950s.  We stayed in what had been the pub a long 

time ago.  It was the most southern part of the main 

house.  It was joined on so that the Ennions could have 

the whole building full of birdwatchers or separate it off.  

I was about seven and did love ‘St. Cuthbert’s’ with its 

range and flagged floors-and I had a tiny room with a 

skylight so I went to sleep at night listening to the sea. 

 

Then, the beach was very quiet and so there were 

birds everywhere - on the sea, the rocks, the shoreline 

and the beck which went past the house on its way to 

the sea. 

 

The whole place was constantly full of people - putting 

down nets for trapping birds to ring them all over the 

beach - out on the rocks – and, in the summer 

evenings, rushing down to the sea to try and catch 

eider ducks to ring them.  Although I must have 

watched them many times I do not remember them 

returning with a duck!  They obviously loved it anyway! 

 

I do remember Ennion very vividly.  He was rarely on 

his own and always had a gaggle of people round him.  

He once opened his large hand and showed me a 

goldcrest he had just caught.  I remember being 

amazed how small it was. 

 

Monk’s House was altogether a very quiet place then 

with the road with very little traffic passing the end of 

the building.  As the garden had the only few trees and 

bushes for quite a long way, an enormous amount of 

birds passed through.  Over the road there was a 

Helgoland trap in the vegetable garden.  There was 

some apple mint which it was said was planted by the 

Monks in the 14
th

 century.” 

 
Red-backed shrike, painted from sketches made from a 

bird in the garden of Monk’s House. 



 Redstart in Spain 

 Linnets in France 

 

The House on 

the Shore – 

Field Studies 

At the House on 

the Shore, as 

well as 

‘watching’ birds, 

Ennion and his 

wife facilitated 

more formal 

studies for both 

college and sixth 

form students on 

subjects such as 

shoreline 

ecology and 

further inland, on 

botanical and 

invertebrate 

sampling. 

 

Monk’s House was said to be comfortable 

and homely place for students to stay and 

study, with its dormitories, stone-flagged 

floors and large refectory where the Monk’s 

House housekeeper ensured that the legion 

of hungry naturalists were well fed. The 

Common Room provided a place for social 

interaction and a place from which forays 

after moulting eiders on the beach could be 

mounted or traps triggered. 

 

Over time, the Observatory’s study areas 

expanded to take in much more than just 

the immediate surrounds of the buildings.  

Core study areas included the Monk’s 

House Pool, with bird surveys and 

migration counts taking place north to 

Bamburgh and south to Seahouses, on to 

the Farne islands, looking at seabirds, up to 

Holy Island and inland study areas were 

located on The Cheviot and in the College Valley (often to study ring ouzels), as well as the 

Breamish valley, downstream of Ingram (1952-1956).  There were also occasional high 

summer northward jaunts to the Bass Rock, in order to ring gannets. 

Memories of Ennion: Jim Edwardson 

“Fred Grey definitely had good relations with Eric (or 

‘Lug’ as we knew him, from his initials, E.A.R.) in the 

late 1950s. 

 

I recall being out on a School Bird Club trip at 

Alnmouth one Spring when we met Eric and he chatted 

with the boys very enthusiastically as well as with Fred 

about what we had seen. That was the only time I met 

him in the field but I had a contemporary at school, 

Rodney Key, who used to go to Holy Island for a week 

each September and I think he had some encounters 

with Eric.  Rod is County Recorder for Derbyshire ... 

 

Eric was a very good speaker and I remember him 

talking at the Hancock about an expedition to Northern 

Scandinavia – with marvellous film he had taken - 

which bowled me over and helped confirm my ambition 

to get to University to study biology.  Also, his paintings 

and drawings were very different to the conventional 

‘realistic’ bird art we were used to then, and we found 

them very exciting – he replaced Tunnicliffe as the 

number one in my affection for bird art.” 

 

 
Ennion addressing students by the River Breamish, part of the Breamish Valley study (1952-1956), East 

Hill in the background. 



 

At its peak, around 500 people a year were staying at 

Monk’s Hose.  These were largely naturalists, mainly 

birdwatchers, from all over Britain; many came from 

further south in England, though the observatory had 

many devotees form the north east of England.  Over its 

first years it could probably legitimately claim to have 

attracted a greater number of birdwatchers than 

anywhere else in Britain – at that time. 

 

Ennion and his wife encouraged artists to visit, 

scheduling ‘Sketching Weeks’ as part of the offered 

itinerary but the numbers of takers disappointed Ennion, 

though many did visit, the spare places on these weeks 

were usually filled by birdwatchers.  Ennion felt that 

Monk’s House, in this respect, wasn’t able to attract 

artists in the way that Flatford Mill had, with its strong 

Constable connections.  In truth, during his time in 

Northumberland, Ennion had relatively little time to paint for though he sketched 

continuously he was too busy doing other things to complete many fully-realised paintings. 

 

Whilst at Monk’s House (from 1951), Ennion became part of the Bird Observatories 

Committee of the British Trust for Ornithology and at this time he also served on the Council 

of the British Ornithologists’ Union.  He published Bird Study in a Garden in 1958 and held 

further exhibitions in London. 

 

In 1956, Ennion began writing regular columns for The Sport and Country (later The Farm 

and Country) and ‘The Countryman’s Log’.  In this year, he also held his fifth ‘one man show’ 

at the Ackerman’s Galleries in Old Bond Street, London.  At the same time he was taking 

part in radio broadcasts and regularly appeared on programmes such as The Naturalist and 

Nature Parliament.  A good example of his broadcast work was the live programme that 

came from five bird observatories around Britain, 

including Monk’s House, on 19 October 1958 – at 

the height of the migration season – an early 

forerunner of Springwatch? 

 

In the regional context, Ennion was an active 

member of the Natural History Society of 

Newcastle, Northumberland and Durham from 

1951, being a member of the trustees from 1955-

1958.  He contributed significant records to the 

reports of the Natural History Society through the 

1950s, the earlier reports in that decade being 

peppered with his initials ‘E.A.R.E.’ and for the 

Transactions of the Society he produced  a paper 

on the ‘Drift Migration on the East Coast in early September 1956’. 

 

 

 

Ennion’s memoir of ‘Northumberland’. 



Over this period, he had a major role in 

establishing the Farne Isles Study Centre on Inner 

Farne, he was a correspondent of Grace Hickling 

in relation to the Farnes and grey seals and John 

Coulson, in relation to his kittiwake studies on the 

archipelago.  He was a friend of renowned 

naturalist and former secretary of the Natural 

History Society, George Temperley, who famously 

had a poem published in the BTO’s Bird Study 

expressing sadness and regret when the Ennions 

were about to leave the north east of England, in 

1960.  In his correspondence to Bird Study on this subject, Temperley wrote: 

 

“Sir, Every ornithologist and bird lover must be keenly regretting the closing of Monk's House 

Bird Observatory on the Northumberland coast and the departure of its charmingly 

hospitable founders, Dr. and Mrs. E. A. R. Ennion. The following lines attempt to express 

that regret, though perhaps in a too imaginative manner for publication in so serious a 

journal as Bird Study.” 

 

THE HOUSE ON THE SHORE - A LAMENT 

The ragwort dejectedly hangs its damp head; 

The last of the poppies its petals has shed; 

The whole scene is gloomy, as if to deplore 

That the Ennions are leaving the House on the Shore. 

... 

The castle of Bamburgh stands stately and still 

On the crest of the rock which is known as whin-sill; 

But the fulmars around it now silently soar, 

For the Ennions are leaving the House on the Shore. 

 

I weep as I write these long lines of lament, 

But the tears will not loosen the trusty cement 

Which binds me in friendship, by which I set store, 

To the Ennions who are leaving the House on the Shore.” 

 

Ennion gave a fascinating account of the first eight years of their tenure at Monk’s House in 

The House on the Shore, which was published in 1960.  One chapter documents Ennion’s 

apparent antipathy to keeping pets, birds in particular, and outlining his hard-nosed 

approach to the dispatching of injured birds.  He reasoned that ‘the sprained wing might 

heal, a broken one wouldn’t’.  The chapter is, in effect, the case book of one who would not 

keep birds. 

 

Hence it documents the stories of: the rescued shelduck brood; the many three-day old eider 

chicks being ‘hacked back’ into the wild; the history of Hector the herring gull; Lucy the barn 

owl; a couple of tawny owls; the redstart that hunted from his finger; the study-bound 

Lapland bunting and of course, Squeakie’ the oystercatcher – not to mention various knots, 

gannets, redshank and razorbills!  Clearly, his compassion and medical background often 

 
Jacksnipe, pencil sketch. 



trumped his pragmatism and many, apparently doomed birds, flew again, in apparent 

contradiction to his expressed steely approach. 

 

He took wry amusement at the lack of 

understanding by some ‘normal’ folk of 

local wildlife.  On one occasion, when on 

the Farnes, he was asked, “What are 

those birds?”, “Terns” he replied, “What 

do they eat?” came the reply, “Small 

fish” he imparted, “Must cost you a hell 

of a lot to feed ‘em!”  On conservation, 

when there were calls for culls of the 

Farnes’ seals, when there was little 

scientific evidence to justify this, he said 

“it was like smashing a clock to see how 

it worked”. 

 

Rising at first light each morning through 

the working seasons of the Monk’s 

House years, Ennion worked 

ceaselessly and one visitor described 

him as ‘a dynamo.’   Nonetheless, such 

efforts must take their toll.  Due largely 

to pressure of work on Dorothy and 

increasing visitor activity around Monk’s 

House, which impacted upon the team’s 

ability to catch migrants, the Ennions 

decided that they had to leave Northumberland; this finally happened in 1961.  Among his 

many students over the years at Monk’s House were some who went on to become some of 

the most distinguished ornithologists in Britain: Professor Peter Evans (of Durham 

University); Brian Little (recipient of the British Trust for Ornithology’s Bernard Tucker Medal) 

and celebrated bird artist John Busby. 

 

On Art and His Method 

Inspiring young people to enjoy and truly observe birds was central to his life and also his 

work as an artist.  He encouraged young artists with his extensive knowledge and 

enthusiasm.  Robert Gillmor said of him, “He always had time and a kindly word for aspiring 

artists, particularly the young, and would invariably find something to praise while pointing 

out the areas for improvement.” 

 

As an artist, Ennion was entirely self-taught, though early influences included his great uncle 

and the artist Frank Southgate.  His style was highly individual, indeed unmistakable; it 

placed emphasis on economy of line, colour and especially upon movement.  He was a firm 

believer in honest draughtsmanship and had little time for the abstract – he could not see “a 

cobble, evolved through centuries of skill and conflict with the sea, dismissed with an airy 

flourish of the brush as a floating sausage”. 

 

 
Portrait of ‘Lucy’ the barn owl. 



Self taught though he was, Ennion was knowledgeable and not lost to other artistic styles.  

By way of example, Ennion’s illustrations for The Shell Bird Book (1966) were completed in a 

square, ‘six by six inch’ format, a rather artificial, constraining form for most artists, but they 

were clearly designed with a nod to Japanese print-makers.  In these illustrations he 

incorporated his block-type signature as an element of the design. 

 

His approach to art is summarised in this 

quote, “ponder a while on media and 

materials, on selection – especially 

elimination – and composition.  It is safer to 

trust to reasoning things out than to trust to 

one’s intuitive genius”.  Ennion preferred to 

sketch, quickly from life, a ‘habit’ he never 

got out of; he said, “don’t rub out, start a new 

drawing next to the old one”.  He was 

acutely observant, and he caught this in his sketches, capturing the individual character of 

each bird, he drew their odd movements, attitudes and their ways of moving.  He believed 

practice was crucial; draw and draw again!  He said, “With practice, your pencil can transmit 

to paper just what you see, with hardly a glance away from the bird you are sketching. Keep 

your eye on the mark not on the paper. A page full of unfinished sketches is far more useful 

than anything done in retrospection.”  Ennion used his field sketches and rough memory 

drawings to work out the compositions for his paintings; his ability to capture birds accurately 

was the result of years of practice in front of birds. 

 

Ennion used a variety of materials.  His observations were interpreted in a wholly personal 

way with a fluent use of watercolour or economically controlled pen line.  His field sketches, 

and rough memory drawings when working out compositions for paintings, were drawn 

rapidly and with a certainty borne of long practice and a deep knowledge of the subject.  

When sketching he would generally use pencils and sketchbooks however, if there was a 

bird in front of him, he would use any materials to hand, sketching on scraps of paper and 

envelopes, using ball-point and felt tip pens. 

 

He frequently worked on 

darker coloured paper and 

canvases, often brown paper 

or grey backgrounds and often 

used cardboard or old 

envelopes as he felt that plain 

white paper was a little too 

harsh to the eye.  For lightly 

colouring his sketches Ennion 

used a ‘wash’ of water-colours, 

applying more water colours 

thickly, as a paste, when 

painting.   

 

 

A detail from a page of sketches of feral pigeons; drawn on scrap 

paper in Hanover Square in ‘one hour’. 

White and grey wagtail, painted on dark paper – a characteristic Ennion trait. 



 

Central too much of his art were the field 

sketches which he made in the 1930s, from 

Burwell Fen and elsewhere.  These acted as 

source material, and a reference collection, for 

his paintings for the next 40 years.  In his art 

he had a particular affinity for wading birds 

and wildfowl that dated back to his boyhood 

days on the Cambridgeshire Fens.  He said 

himself that it was “the reeds and rocks and 

mud” that he loved best, though he had a wide 

interest in all aspect of natural history.  Many 

of his exquisite small sketches were done in 

Burwell Fen and in the nearby 

Cambridgeshire countryside, sometimes whilst on his rounds visiting patients.   As late as 

the 1970s, he asserted that no artist could have anything more valuable than their field 

sketches, and the ones he made during the 1930s he re-visited throughout his life, in order 

to create new paintings. 

 

On 3 January 2015, Chris Pendleton commented, “On his day Eric Ennion was, for me, in 

the top two or three bird artists who ever picked up a brush”.  Jenny Steel couldn’t concur 

with this statement; she said somewhat more directly, “I disagree. He was THE best!” 

 

After Northumberland 

After giving up Monk’s House, in 1961, the Ennions spent a couple of months in Tenerife 

and some time exploring the Camargue, in southern France, before retiring to the Mill House 

in Shalbourne, Wiltshire.  Here watercress-beds stretched up the little valley behind the 

house and these were farmed by 

their son Hugh, also an artist; a 

happy familial gathering.  This was 

not however, quite their last move; 

they would later ‘shuffle’ next door, 

where Ennion had a studio 

constructed to overlook these 

cress beds.  Here he continued to 

write, paint and broadcast, almost 

up to his death in 1981. 

 

In 1960, alongside Robert Gillmor, 

Ennion organised an exhibition of 

British bird painters at the Reading 

Art Gallery and such a success 

was this that the exhibition later 

toured the country.  This venture 

also proved successful and 

ultimately it led to the formation in 

1964, of the Society of Wildlife 

 
Ennion’s illustration of little terns, as painted for the 1966 publication, The 

Shell Bird Book. 

 
Detail of a page of Ennion sketches illustrating his rapid 

‘sketch and start again’ style. 



Artists; Ennion became the Society’s first Chairman and later its Honorary Vice-president. 

 

During his retirement, for the National Trust, he created his famous series of nine paintings 

of Brownsea Island.  In 1963 his book Bird Watching was published and a few years later he 

illustrated The Shell Bird Book (1966) which was written by James Fisher.  The illustrations 

for this, infamously badly reproduced at a miniature scale, in what was a very good book, 

were later collected to much better effect in the book A Life of Birds (2003). 

 

In 1966, he organised an exhibition, British Bird Painting, for the 14th International 

Ornithological Congress, held in Oxford, and went on to co-author, with his friend Niko 

Tinbergen (Nobel Prize Winner), two important books Tracks (1967) and Signals for Survival 

(1970).  Despite his failing eyesight 

through the 1970s, he was on the 

panel of judges of British Birds’ Bird 

Illustrator of the Year from 1978 until 

his death.  In September 1978, his wife 

of over 50 years, Dorothy, died 

suddenly; he was bereft. 

 

Eric Ennion died at his home in Dorset 

on 28 February 1981, at the age of 81. 

He had been sketching in Savernake 

Forest, in Wiltshire, just two days 

before.   In his obituary it was said that 

“he was a natural teacher who inspired 

an enthusiasm for the subject and a 

devotion to himself.”  During his 

lifetime he illustrated ten of his own 

books and a similar number of books 

by others, he even illustrated record 

sleeves for long playing records of bird 

songs and calls, such as Field and 

Open Countryside Birds, and Marsh 

and Riverside Birds. 

 

It is, perhaps, with some degree of 

irony, that Ennion’s influence and 

reputation as an artist grew after his 

death, his ability to represent living birds, being re-appraised when his lifetime’s work could 

be re-assessed.  Perhaps the way in which his work ‘contextualised’ birds in their habitats or 

landscapes, appealed, in a more profound way, to the generation of birdwatchers who came 

to the pastime during the 1980s and 1990s.  By this time, as ecology and a broader 

understanding of living networks was a more integral element of what they wanted from an 

illustrator and artist; Ennion, perhaps unconsciously, neatly exemplified this ability.  

Renowned bird artist, Bruce Pearson in his British Birds review of Ennion’s Birds and 

Seasons, published well after Ennion’s death, in 1994 said, “Although occupying a unique 

place among twentieth-century wildlife artists, the work of Eric Ennion (1900-1981) just never 

reached as wide an audience as it truly deserves.”  But the times were a-changing, today 

 
Eric Ennion towards the end of his life. 



most of Eric Ennion’s work is held in jealously guarded, private collections and his paintings 

can’t be obtained ‘for love nor money’. 

 

Final Words 

Hindsight is, as is oft-stated a wonderful thing, it frequently clears the fog that mists our eyes 

in the here and now.  As attested to by artist Norman Arlott, in his review of The Living Birds 

of Eric Ennion in 1982.  In this he admitted to his own personal re-appraisal of Ennion’s 

work, which is perhaps indicative of a broader one on behalf of the ornithological orthodoxy?  

In this, Arlott said, “It was with great delight that I approached the act of reviewing this aptly 

titled book, although - it was not many years ago that I looked upon Ennion's work as simple 

'kids' stuff. I then rated it well below that of the many artists who painted their birds to a high-

gloss finish, showing every feather in meticulous detail. Fine brushwork, yes, but I realised 

after more field experience that their works lacked a certain something: life! It was then, with 

little hints from my mentors, that I took a second look at the likes of Ennion: artists who could 

sketch, and not just sketch the shape of a bird, but include within that shape all the freedom 

and vitality of the bird in the wild. This Ennion did, and, in his portrayal, be it a quick pencil 

drawing, a slightly-more elaborate line-wash sketch or a finished painting, he was second to 

none, showing with the minimum use of materials, but maximum effect, all the postures and 

many moods that a bird in its natural surroundings can produce.” 

 

And, let’s not forget that the best way 

to help the ‘ripples to spread’ is to 

offer pebbles to the next generation, 

so that they can go on to drop these 

into their own little streams and 

ponds.  In this sense, Eric Ennion 

was a proud purveyor of pebbles.  A 

natural teacher, he inspired hundreds 

of young people with his skill and 

enthusiasm – the ripples the better to 

spread.  A young man, initials 

‘W.E.O.’, a visitor to Monk’s House in 

spring 1956 (and often thereafter), 

said of Ennion, “...One of the greatest 

and most charming naturalists, artists 

and mentors a budding birder could 

wish to have" ... today most people would better recognise ‘W.E.O.’ as Bill Oddie; the ripples 

continue, ever outwards. 

 

A major exhibition of Ennion’s drawings and watercolours, Ripples from the House on the 

Shore, the first to be staged in the north east of England since the Ennions vacated Monk’s 

House, was staged at Sunderland Museum and Winter Gardens, 26 September to 13 

December 2015, and again at The Granary Gallery, Berwick, 6 February to 17 April 2016. 

 

 

Acknowledgements 

Acknowledgments for the use of images and photographs reproduced in this essay go to the 

family estate of Eric Ennion (c) The Estate of E. A. R. Ennion.  The content was derived from 

 
Left to right: Prof. Peter Evans, Bill Oddie, Nick Scott and (bending) Brian 

Little at Monk’s house, July 1991 – a gathering to commemorate 40 years 

since the Ennions commenced work in Northumberland. 



a wide range of reference documents (see below), in particular the excellent biographical 

material which is available at the Eric Ennion website, www.ericennion.com 

 

The piece benefits from personal inputs and the remembrances of a number of people who 

knew or met Eric Ennion during his sojourn in Northumberland, these include: Ana Balfour, 

Graham Bell, Jim Edwardson, Brian Little and Stuart Reay. 

 

The photographers of many of the old photographs used in this article deserve thanks but 

sadly, most are unknown.  Nonetheless, due acknowledgement is made for all of their 

contributions, with apologies for the inability to make specific mention of them all.  Specific 

photo-acknowledgements go to: Graham Bell and Keith Bowey for the use of their images. 

Other thanks and acknowledgements, for a range of inputs and support in relation to this 

article go to:  Anne Curtis, James Lowther (The Maltings, Berwick), Dan Turner and Shirley 

Wheeler.  Particular mention goes to June Holmes, James Littlewood and Hazel Makepeace 

of the Natural History Society of Northumbria, and last, but by no means least, Bob Walthew 

for his support and advice. 

 

 

Author – Keith Bowey, for the University of Sunderland's WALK Research Group 

Project, Ripples from the House on the Shore: Eric Ennion Art & Illustration 

 

 

Selected Bibliography & References 

Arlott N. 1982 Review of The Living Birds of Eric Ennion  British Birds 75:10 

Busby J. 1982 The Living Birds of Eric Ennion  Gollancz, London 

Ennion  E.A.R.1957 Drift Migration on the East Coast in early September 1956’ 

Transactions of the Natural History Society of Northumberland, 

Durham and Newcastle upon Tyne Vol. XII No. 2 

Ennion  E.A.R.1959 The House on the Shore: the Story of Monk’s House Bird Observatory 

Routledge & Kegan Paul, London 

Ennion  E.A.R. (ed. Walthew R.) 

2003 A Life of Birds   The Wildlife Art Gallery, Lavenham 

Ennion  E.A.R. (ed. Walthew R.) 

2004 One Man’s Birds The Wildlife Art Gallery, Lavenham 

Ennion  E.A.R. (ed. Walthew R.) 

2011 Bird Man’s River    Benton Street Books, Ipswich 

Gillmor R. 1982 Obituary: Eric Arnold Roberts Ennion (1900-1981) British Birds 75:10 

Oddie W.E 1983 Gone Birding  Methuen Publishing Ltd London 

Pearson B. 1994 Review of Birds and Season by Eric Ennion  British Birds 87:12 

 

www.ericennion.com 

http://www.ericennion.com/
http://www.ericennion.com/

