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Mary Eleanor Gillham was 
born in Ealing on 26 November 
1921, the daughter of wood- 
and metal-work teacher 
Charles Thomas Gillham (1890
-1974) and professional 
dressmaker Edith Gertrude 
Gillham (née Husband, 1887-
1975), and sister to John 
Charles Gillham (1917-2009). 

Despite living within London, 
the family were keen campers 
and would regularly travel out 
into the countryside on 
weekends and holidays. This, 
along with being a keen member of the Girl Guides, 
nurtured Mary’s passion for nature and in 
particular birds and flowers. By 1939 there was little of 
Britain the Gillham family had not explored so they 
took a road trip to Switzerland, returning to the 
UK just three weeks before Germany invaded Poland 
and World War Two began. 

After attending Little Ealing Infants and Junior 
School, then Lionel Road Primary School followed by 
Ealing Girls Grammar School, Mary sat the Civil 
Service and London County Council entrance exams, 
ready to begin the “dreariest part of my life” working 
as a clerk. When WWII broke out, Mary seized the 
opportunity to leave her office job and work in the 
countryside by joining the Women’s Land Army. 

Mary then spent the next four and a half years 
contributing to the war effort on farms in Berkshire. 
During this time she was involved in all aspects of 
farm work, in the fields, tending animals and milking 
cows. Despite the rigours of the work Mary also set up 
(and led) a new Girl Guide company and completed a 
Diploma of Proficiency correspondence course in 
‘General Farming’. It was due to Mary’s academic 

aptitude in achieving this Diploma that the Women’s 
Land Army proposed she enter university after de-
mob, and in October 1945 she began a BSc in 
Agriculture at the University College of Wales, 
Aberystwyth. 

At university Mary worked under the tutelage of 
eminent phycologist and botanist Professor Lily 
Newton who swiftly noticed Mary’s botanical talents 
and urged her to continue with postgraduate studies. It 
was during her undergraduate degree that Mary first 
visited Skokholm and Skomer, which began her 
lifelong love for islands and paved the way for her 
future endeavours abroad. Over a ten year period Mary 
made annual visits to the islands and completed 
the research for her PhD, investigating the effects 
of substrate, grazing, environmental conditions and 
birds on the differences in vegetation between the 
islands. 

After completing her PhD in 1953 Mary spent three 
years as Assistant Lecturer at the University of 
Exeter, based in the newly opened Hatherly 
Biological Laboratories. There she continued 
researching island ecology, adding Lundy in the Bristol 
Channel to her islands of interest. 

For reasons now lost in the mists of time, Mary 
decided to move on from Exeter and secured an 
exchange lectureship at Massey College (now Massey 
University) in New Zealand. So, in November 1956 
Mary set sail for the southern hemisphere, 
where she would spend the next three (and a bit) 
years. After a year at Massey, Mary moved to Australia, 
where she spent a year as Senior Demonstrator at 
the University of Melbourne and then worked for 
the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial 
Research Organisation (CSIRO), attempting to 
determine the cause of the degeneration of commercial 
mutton bird (shearwater) rookeries on the remote 
islands of the Bass Strait.  

Mary Gillham biography 

Mary and research boat Half Safe, Fisher Island, Bass Strait, 1959 

Mary, circa 1925 
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In 1959, after convincing the Minister for External 
Affairs that women were capable of contributing to a 
research expedition, Mary Gillham, along with Hope 
Black, Isobel Bennet and Susan Ingham, became the 
first female scientists to join an Australian National 
Antarctic Research Expedition (ANARE) to the 
Antarctic research station on Macquarie 
Island. The expedition, of course, passed without a 
hitch and these four women opened the door to more 
women wishing to research in the Antarctic. 

In April 1960 Mary’s time in Australia came to an end 
and she travelled home via a three-month 
research trip to multiple African countries, 
including South Africa, Namibia, Zambia, Zimbabwe, 
Mozambique and Nigeria, finally returning to the UK 
in October 1960. After two years of fruitless job 
applications, many returning with the phrase “we feel 
this post calls for a young man”, Mary finally secured 
a job with Cardiff University in 1962 as an 
extramural lecturer. Over the following 25 years Mary 
was to teach botany, ecology and ornithology to 
hundreds of students at sites across Wales, England 
and Scotland, as well as venturing abroad to Europe, 
North Africa, the Caribbean, the Seychelles and North 
America. 

At the time Mary was living in South Wales the 
extractive industries of mining and quarrying were 
beginning to decline and, after the tragedy at Aberfan, 
measures were being made to make safe and beautify 
ex-industrial areas. The industrial landscape of South 
Wales consequently dominated Mary’s attention, and 
she was interested in, and routinely consulted on, 
how the land could be rehabilitated, to benefit both 
wildlife and people. 

On arrival in Cardiff Mary immediately joined 
the Cardiff Naturalists’ Society and Glamorgan 
County Naturalists’ Trust (an early manifestation 
of the Wildlife Trust of South and West Wales), 
affiliations that were to last for the remainder of her 
life. Mary’s work and home lives had a very indistinct 
boundary. When she was not leading an extramural 
group Mary would be scouting locations for field 
meetings, leading or attending nature walks, giving 

talks about wildlife and travel, writing notes on her 
many excursions, or composing letters and reports 
advocating the protection of certain areas. 

During her life Mary Gillham was a committee 
member for the Brecon Beacons National Park 
Authority (1972-1978), president of the Cardiff 
Naturalists’ Society (1974-1975), council and 
committee member of Glamorgan Naturalists’ Trust , 
vice-president of the Merthyr Tydfil and District 
Naturalists’ Society, and a member of the Welsh 
committees of the Royal Society for the Protection of 
Birds and the Botanical Society of the British Isles. 

After her retirement in 1988 Mary’s extramural 
classes may have ceased but her life otherwise 
proceeded as before. With her new-found time Mary 
continued to travel, and began turning 30 years’ 
worth of notes into books. After nearly 50 years of 
working to protect and rehabilitate nature Mary 
Gillham was awarded an MBE for services to 
nature conservation in 2009. Mary Gillham died on 
23rd March 2013, aged 91. 

Mary and Gentoo penguins, Macquarie Island, 1959 

Mary, National Botanic Garden of Wales, 2012 
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The Mary Gillham Archive Project 

Towards the end of her life it became apparent that Mary had amassed a huge archive of documents, slides, 

illustrations, notes and much more. Within this archive are over 150,000 wildlife records spanning 70 years, 

housed within written notes, travel journals, wildlife diaries and unpublished manuscripts. There are also 

maps, illustrations and 30,000 slides depicting her work and travels around the world.  

With Mary's support, the enthusiasm of Mary's colleagues and aided by Mary's family, the South East 

Wales Biodiversity Records Centre (SEWBReC) made a successful application to the Heritage Lottery 

Fund to turn what was an analogue archive into a digital resource, and so the Mary Gillham Archive 

Project was born. 

Some of the various items comprising Mary’s archive  

Sadly, the funding was received after Mary's death but, between February 2016 and 

February 2018, the Mary Gillham Archive Project, based at SEWBReC and supported 

by a heroic band of volunteers, worked tirelessly to: 

1. Capture the biodiversity records and historical memoir 

2. Promote the life and work of Dr Mary Gillham 

3. Engage people with their local biodiversity 
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Data 
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During the project we digitised 115 593 records 
representing 4683 different species. Most of the 
records came from the 1970s and 80s (in part because 
we focussed on folders Mary created whilst working 
for Cardiff University) (Fig.1). 

Mary’s archive contained historic data and surveys 
carried out by other people and where possible we 
have attributed the data to the original recorder. Still, 
Mary was involved in the collection of 94 508 
records (3378 species) and she continued to 
increase her species tally well into the 2000s (Fig. 2). 

The vast majority of records within the archive were 
plants, but Mary, and her colleagues, recorded from 
most taxonomic groups (Fig. 3). 

The data mainly comes from South Wales but there 
are records from all over Wales and England (Fig. 4). 
There are more nature diaries and other sources of data 
with species recorded from all of the British Isles. 
Hopefully these will be digitised in the future. 

In total there are records from 174 separate 10km grid 
squares. Some, like ST18 (North Cardiff including 
Forest Farm and Gwaelod y Garth), have over 26 900 
records, others have as few as a single record. 

The data is available via the National Biodiversity 
Network Atlas where it can be used by members of 
the public, ecological consultancies and governments. 
The data is particularly interesting as it gives insight 
into how species were impacted by heavy industry in 
South Wales and how it responded when those 
industries declined. It also has early records and 
commentary on invasive species (e.g. Japanese 
Knotweed) and plant diseases (e.g. Dutch Elm) which 
can shed light on their spread over time. 

Unlocking the data contained in the 

archive allows Mary’s work to aid 

conservation efforts and scientific 

research for years to come. 

Fig. 4. 

Number of records 

Number of species Species tally 

Decade 

https://nbnatlas.org/
https://nbnatlas.org/


Images 

Mary Gillham was a keen photographer and her images are valuable in many ways - they are a reflection of the 

social, cultural and political situation of the time, record the evolution of landscape through natural and 

human induced changes, and can act as biological records depicting a species in a location on a certain date.  

During the project we scanned all 37 000 of Mary’s slides and transcribed about 27 000 of them. Many of 

these can be seen at PeoplesCollection.Wales and flickr.com/photos/marygillhamarchiveproject.  

https://www.peoplescollection.wales/users/17069
https://www.flickr.com/photos/marygillhamarchiveproject/albums


International traveller 

Mary visited at least 45 different countries during her life 

- starting with Switzerland in 1939 and finishing with  

Ireland in 2006. 

Some of Mary’s most noteworthy trips - New Zealand 

in 1957, Central Australia in 1958, Macquarie in 

1959, multiple African countries in 1960, Aldabra in 

1970 and Inagua in 1979 - were well documented by 

Mary. We therefore have a great pictorial record of 

Mary’s voyages which can be used to see how the 

countries, landscapes, people and wildlife have changed 

in the intervening years. 

As part of her duties as an extramural lecturer, Mary 

organised overseas trips for her students. During her 

career she took students to a range of countries including 

France, Austria, Greece, Jamaica, Norway and Morocco. 

Prior to mobile phones and the internet, organising these 

trips and coordinating the students must have been quite 

a challenge! 

Mary continued to travel internationally after her 

retirement, making multiple trips to countries in Europe 

and Africa, various states in America and spent her 79th 

birthday on a cruise along the Amazon River! 

The graphic on the right shows the different flags of each 

country Mary went to. The larger the flag, the more 

frequently Mary visited. 

Mary at the Grand Canyon, 1981 
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Outreach 

During the project we gave 11 talks about Mary Gillham in a range of settings including 

at an academic conference, a primary school and at a number of local 

environmental groups.  

We also attended 12 public events supporting nationwide schemes such as 

International Day of Biodiversity, Explore Your Archives and Wales Nature Week, as 

well as local events hosted by organisations such as Friends of Forest Farm. 

Three public BioBlitzes were organised:  

1. On the Gellideg estate, Merthyr Tydfil, with the Gellideg Foundation, Merthyr 

Tydfil County Borough Council and the Open Air Laboratories (OPAL) network.   

2. With the Daerwynno Activity Centre as part of British Science Week - local 

schools and people involved with Gofal took part. 

3. On Flat Holm where 402 different species were recorded including 143 species 

not previously known from the island. 

Two of Mary’s unpublished manuscripts were scanned and published and the 

project had an active presence on Facebook, Twitter, Wordpress and Instagram 

enabling us to share Mary’s legacy internationally including with ex-colleagues in the 

USA, Seychelles, Australia and New Zealand. 

‘Walking in the Footsteps of Mary’ encouraged people to visit locations where Mary 

had recorded wildlife, to try and match or add to her species list. As part of this scheme 

we organised four guided walks in collaboration with local environmental groups to 

some of Mary’s favourite locations: Draethen (with Glamorgan Fungus Group), 

Grangemoor (with Cardiff Naturalists’ Society), Pwll Waun Cynon and Coed y 

Bedw (with the Wildlife Trust of South and West Wales).  

The life of Mary Gillham and her work in South Wales will be celebrated with an 

exhibition at the Rhondda Heritage Park during April and May 2018. 

 

 

Images: 

Top left: Sweep netting for invertebrates © Chris Lawrence/Shieldbug Photography 

Middle left: Another satisfied customer, Daerwynno Activity Centre British Science Week event 

Left: Speaking to school children at Cardiff Muslim Primary School 

Bottom left: Talking about bugs with children from the Gellideg Estate 

Bottom right: Fungi hunting in Draethen woods with Glamorgan Fungus Group © Valmai Lewis 
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Project heroes: the volunteers 

Botany Mentorship Scheme 

Six local botany specialists volunteered to take on the role of Mentor and the scheme resulted in around 300 

hours of field-based learning for 12 individuals, in addition to lone study efforts by mentees. Several mentors 

and mentees plan to continue to meet up after the end of the Mary Gillham Archive Project, creating a lasting 

legacy from the scheme. Many of the mentees also joined their local botany group and plan to continue 

attending regular group outings. One of the mentees has even started to mentor a colleague in botany.  

The success of the Mary Gillham Archive Project is largely as a result of the Heroes - a tireless group of 

volunteers who contributed a massive amount to the project. 

Over 60 volunteers, ranging in age between 16 and 78, contributed more than 

4500 hours to the Mary Gillham Archive Project.  

That’s the equivalent of over  

2.5 years’ of staff time…  

187.5 generations of mayflies…  

or about the time you would take to fly to the moon and back 31 times! 

Heroes worked both in the office and remotely: they digitised data, wrote newsletter articles and blogs, 

transcribed slides, created educational materials, organised outreach activities, researched Mary’s life, made 

project films and shared their experience to help shape the project throughout its lifetime. 

The enthusiasm and hard graft of the Heroes is directly responsible for the volume and diversity of work 

achieved by the project. This report is dedicated to their excellent efforts. 

Mentees at an Introduction to Wildlife Recording course about accurately collecting wildlife records 



Mary Gillham’s legacy 

Mary Gillham leaves a great legacy: author of 22 books, co-author of a further 6, plus 50 scientific papers, 

countless articles and a written archive of travel journals, illustrated wildlife diaries and site visit reports 

spanning almost 80 years. A keen photographer, Mary curated a collection of over 37 000 slides depicting 

the flora, fauna, people and landscapes of South Wales, as well as many international locations.  

The slides themselves, along with Mary’s written archive, are now all stored in Glamorgan Archives. 

Forest Farm bird hide and wetland area, © Cliff Woodhead 

Mary was passionate about education and generous 

with sharing her knowledge. Over her career Mary 

taught thousands of students and members of the 

public about ecology and conservation, and raised the 

profile of environmental issues with a huge number of 

people through lectures, walks and study tours.  

Mary also contributed to the protection or 

rehabilitation of huge areas of land in South Wales, 

including Coed y Bedw, Lavernock Point, Llyn Fach, 

Coed y Bwl, Taf Fechan Reserve, Flat Holm, Pwll 

Waun Cynon, Cosmeston Lakes Country Park, 

Clydach Vale Country Park, Dare Valley Country Park, 

Glyncornel Local Nature Reserve and Forest Farm 

Nature Reserve.  She left money in her will to local 

environmental organisations and in her honour, there 

is now a Mary Gillham hide at both Forest Farm in 

Cardiff and Parc Slip Nature Reserve, near Bridgend. 

By being one of the first female scientists to join an 

Antarctic research trip, fearlessly exploring the globe, 

actively striving to conserve wildlife and leading by 

example Mary became an inspiration to female 

scientists helping to normalise the sight of women in a 

traditionally male-dominated field. 

 

Mary Gillham was a strong-willed and 

focussed woman who succeeded 

through a combination of 

determination, intelligence and an 

openness to new opportunities. 

Ultimately, Mary should be 

remembered as a naturalist, educator, 

pioneer, and role model. 
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Between 2016 and 2018 the Mary Gillham Archive Project 

team digitised 115 000 wildlife records, scanned and 

transcribed 27 000 slides, and uncovered Mary’s life 

story using her own notes.   

During the project we received additional money from the 

Geologists’ Association’s Curry Fund to focus on digitising 

Mary’s geological notes and images - these are 

available through the Geologists’ Association and the 

British Geological Survey’s GeoScenic website.  

Over 60 volunteers contributed to the project and were 

given the opportunity to learn a range of new skills 

including data entry, taxonomic ID and verification, GIS 

mapping, digitising, public engagement activities, website 

content and blog creation and oral history recording. 

The project housed two Professional Training Year 

placement students from Cardiff University, both for nine 

months, and co-supervised an undergraduate using the 

archive as focus for her dissertation. 

Where possible we have shared Mary’s work and images 

with the organisations she worked with or those who could 

make use of it. Thus, we have made connections with 

Cardiff University, National Museum Wales, National 

Library Wales and internationally with the Commonwealth 

Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO), 

the Seychelles Islands Foundation (SIF), Australian 

Antarctic Division and Melbourne University. 

More about Mary’s exciting adventures 

and achievements can be found at 

www.marygillhamarchiveproject.com  

The Project’s legacy 

Volunteers at work in the field during British 

Science Week (above) and in the office (middle). 

Mary Gillham Archive Project website (below). 
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The Mary Gillham Archive Project was a collective effort that depended on the hard work of: 

 

The project Heroes:  

Ali Palmer, Alison Lindsay, Alys, Amy Sherwin, Andy Kendall, Anna Carlile, Annie Irving, Archie Bunney, 

Becca, Cathy Bolton, Catrin Greaves, Ceri Gait, Chris Lawrence, Chris Williams, Claire, David Hughes, David 

Lewis, Diana Westmoreland, Donna Reed, Emily Pascoe, Emma Williams, Emrys Ruck, Erin MacDonald, 

George Auchterlonie, Hazel Hughes, Helen Passey, Hollie Haywood, Iain Munnery, Ibrahim Kayoueche, 

Imogen Strongman, Ioan Williams, Jamie Lewis, John Wilkins, Julia Banks, Laura Missen, Laura Pratt, 

Linda Burnell, Lucy Haddock, Lucy Smith, Luke Leatherbee, Maya Broadbank, Meriem Kayoueche-Reeve, 

Mike Spearing, Nat Christie, Pat Adams, Paul Seligman, Rhian Kendall, Sam Whitfield, Sarah Reece, Sharon 

Williams, Sheila Austin, Sue Ansell, Valmai Lewis, Wedyan Arif, Zoe-Marie Jones. 

 

The goodwill, support and input of:  

Aberystwyth University Archives, Cardiff Naturalists' Society, Cardiff University Continuing and Professional 

Education, Glamorgan Archives, Glamorgan Fungus Group, People's Collection Wales, South East Wales 

Biodiversity Records Centre, Wales Biodiversity Partnership, Wildlife Trust of South and West Wales. 

 

The guidance from the Steering Group:  

Lorna Baggett (Wildlife Trust of South and West Wales), Gillian Barter (Natural Resources Wales), Rolf 

Brown (Merthyr Tydfil County Borough Council), Dr Elizabeth Chadwick (Cardiff University), Chris Cleal 

(National Museum Cardiff), Mike Dean (Cardiff Naturalists' Society), Dr Catherine Duigan, Rose Revera 

(Wildlife Trust of South and West Wales), Adam Rowe and Elaine Wright (SEWBReC). 

 

And the diligence and enthusiasm of Mary’s family Rosemary and David Hufton, Christopher Ayres, and 

Stella Anderson in enabling us to share Mary’s archive with the world. 
 

The project gratefully acknowledges the Heritage Lottery Fund which made this project possible. 

Report prepared by Mary Gillham Archive Project coordinator, Dr A. Reeve. 

Get in touch: info@sewbrec.org.uk 
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