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The meadow is at its best in late 

spring and early summer, but 

has something of interest to see 

at all times of the year. This area 

of grassland was ploughed in 

the distant past and has more 

recently been grazed, but from 

2005 onwards has been 

managed as a typical hay 

meadow, where the flowering 

plants are allowed to set seed 

before the grass is cut or winter-

grazed by sheep. The sheep 

remove nutrients from the soil 

via the plants that they eat, 

allowing the attractive wild 

flowers to compete with 

vigorous grasses that otherwise 

tend to dominate grassland with 

high soil fertility levels. This 

management regime is already 

paying dividends, with a better 

display of wild flowers in every 

succeeding year. 

The Hay Meadow Nature Trail, reached 

via the Botanic Garden, links to either 

end of the Woodland Nature trail, 

entered through gates in the fence, 

and extends as a curved path across 

the hillside below Josephine Butler 

College. 

Fox-tail grass (right) flowers in May and 

June. 



Germander speedwell (top left) flowers in early summer while bitter 

vetchling (above right) is one of the early spring flowers, whose blooms 

change colour from pink to blue as they age. Bush vetch (bottom left) 

was once cultivated in pastures, combined with forage grasses. Lady’s 

mantle (bottom right) grows in the shade of the hawthorn trees in the 

meadow and owes its name to the shape of the leaves, which when 

folded resemble a Victorian cloak. Its Latin generic name – Alchemilla – 

means ‘little alchemist’ and refers to the covering of glistening dew 

drops that accumulate on its hairy leaves overnight, which were 

believed to have magical properties, turning base metals into silver.... 



There are three species of umbellifer - with umbrella-shaped 

inflorescences - in the meadow. The species in these pictures is pignut, 

the shortest of the three, growing alongside buttercups, bush vetch and 

germander speedwell in the photos above and alongside foxtail grass in 

the lower picture. Notice how, in the photograph below, foxtail grass and 

pignut are growing in distinct strips. These correspond to the ridge-and-

furrow pattern left by past ploughing. Foxtail occupies the wetter furrows 

while pignut thrives on the drier ridges.  



The two other umbellifer species are hogweed (left), with robust stems 

and bristly leaves and cow parsley. Both are much taller than pignut, 

which is also seen growing in the left-hand picture. 

Yellow rattle has been 

deliberately introduced into 

the meadow. This plant is a 

partial parasite on grasses, 

linking with their roots and 

withdrawing water and 

mineral nutrients from the 

host. A dense population of 

yellow rattle will weaken its 

grass hosts, allowing less 

vigorous wild flowers to 

compete with the grass. 

Yellow rattle is also very 

attractive to bees. When its 

seed pods dry they rattle – 

the traditional signal that a 

hay meadow is ready for 

cutting. 



The hay meadow is home to a vast array of 

bugs, beetles, spiders and other 

invertebrates and also hosts numerous 

small moth species whose caterpillars feed 

on the grasses and wild flowers. These 

include the chimney sweeper moth (right), 

with white-tipped sooty black wings, that 

breeds here in large numbers in summer. 

Small copper butterflies lay their eggs on 

leaves of sorrel that grows amongst the 

shorter vegetation. Adult butterflies 

collect nectar from flowers like the 

ragwort, seen here. Small coppers will 

usually produce two generations each 

year. 

At the bottom of the slope, 

close to the woodland, soil 

nutrient levels are higher and 

support large patches of 

nettles, which are food plants 

for caterpillars of peacock, 

small tortoiseshell and red 

admiral (right) butterflies. 

Butterflies need nectar from 

flowers to support the adults 

and suitable food plants for 

their larvae: the hay meadow 

provides both resources. 

Comments? Questions? Contact: Steve Ansdell s.j.ansdell@durham.ac.uk;  


