
A Guide to Pheasant Field

Pheasant Field is a small former hay meadow between Lag 
Wood and Butchers wood. Bordered by these ancient woodlands 
and with a chalk stream to the east, this native grassland is a 
major contributor to the great diversity of life found in the area. 

Created by clearance from the surrounding woodland, probably 
in the 1740s, this meadow was originally known as The 
Woodfield and was nearly twice the size as it is today. It was cut 
in half by the construction of the railway line in the 1840s and 
the eastern half is now the meadow we know as Pheasant Field. 
It was used first of all for pasture but it is known to have been 
mown annually for hay until 1990. 

Where many modern agricultural grasslands are planted with 
monocultures of high-yield grasses often grown with fertiliser 
and pesticides, Pheasant Field has almost certainly never been 
ploughed or treated with chemicals and its grasses are entirely 
natural native species.  With the loss of most hay meadows 
since the 1950s, a native grassland like Pheasant Field has 
become a national rarity. Locally it is unique. 



Because of these native grasses and flowers, wildlife is abundant. A large 
number of insects depend on these grasses for part of their life cycles. 
Butterflies such as Large Skippers, Meadow Browns, Ringlets, Gatekeepers and 
Marbled Whites are seen in Pheasant Field only because their caterpillars are 
able to feed on the grasses that are found here.    

Marbled White July 2015

Burnet Moth June 2014

Our meadow flowers often have 
singular relationships with insects, 
the caterpillers of the Orange Tip 
butterfly feed exclusively on 
Lady’s Smock, those of the 
spectacular day-flying Burnet 
Moth feed only on Birds-Foot-
Trefoil.  



But butterflies are simply the 
most visible and attractive group 
of a much larger body of 
invertebrate life that Pheasant 
Field supports. The grassland is 
home to many aphids and other, 
almost microscopic, insects. 
These attract the many things 
that eat them including Pheasant 
Fields many species of Ladybird.   

Ringlet, July 2015

Cocksfoot Grass with Seven-Spot Ladybird, 
July 2013

The caterpillars of the Ringlet 
Butterfly feed mainly on native 
grasses like Cocksfoot, Pheasant 
Field has a plentiful supply. 



And many other extraordinary 
creatures, crickets, grasshoppers, 
lacewings, grass-moths, beetles 
and spiders of all shapes and sizes 
live in this meadow. And in 
summer there are huge numbers 
of “Mirid Bugs” small plant eating 
insects that thrive in this 
environment. 

Lacewing July 2013

From our sweep net, Meadow 
Grasshopper August 2015

From our sweep net, Mirid Bug, 
September 2015

Wasp Spider, September 2014



Kestrel over Pheasant Field, May 2015

Green Woodpecker hunting 
for ants, May 2015

The grasses and flowering plants of the meadow and the insects that live on 

them are the basis of a food chain at the top of which are birds of prey.  

And what is happening below the surface can be just as important. The 
many colonies of Yellow Meadow Ants are rarely seen but they form a large 
part of the diet of resident Green Woodpeckers. 



The margins of the meadow have 

been allowed to revert to bramble 

and blackthorn scrub, to create 

habitat for nesting birds. It has 

been an outstanding success. 

Between April and September 

dozens of birds are now using 

these dense thickets to rear young 

including all year round species 

such as Blackbirds and Wrens and 

seasonal migrants such as 

Whitethroats which come all the 

way from Africa to nest in Pheasant 

Field.

Several of these bird species are 

classed as “most threatened and 

requiring conservation action”. 

These include once-common birds 

like our nesting Song Thrushes and 

Bullfinches. Other threatened bird 

species such as Willow Tit and 

Spotted Flycatcher have also been 

seen in these habitats on the 

meadow margin, but we do not yet 

know if they are nesting here. 

Song Thrush, January 2016

From a camera placed inside the 
blackthorns, Bullfinch, April 2014

Whitethroat, May 2014

Spotted Flycatcher, August,2015



In spring and summer the meadow is teeming with life. And it is a 

central part of the combination of ancient woodland, chalk stream and 

native grassland that makes this area locally unique. Part of the reason 

for the great variety of life is that many insects require more than one 

habitat. Some of our beetles require damp rotting wood on the woodland 

floor as larvae, and flower rich meadows as adults. The Beautiful 

Demoiselle damselfly requires a rocky bottomed stream as an aquatic 

larva before emerging as a flying insect to mate in the meadow. 

Damselfly, Beautiful Demoiselle, meadow margin, May 2014

The life-cycle of the Malachite Beetle requires woodland and 
meadow, May 2014



Germander Speedwell Flowering in the meadow, May 2014

So if the meadow is so rich in life why not just leave it alone? 

Left to nature, grasslands create a dense “thatch” of dead grass below a 
tussocky “sward” of living grasses. This excludes light and warmth from the 
grassland floor and prevents new plants from growing. The thatch 
eventually decays into the soil and raises soil fertility with the products of 
photosynthesis from previous years. 

Most meadow wildflower species became abundant in the low fertility 
environment of traditional hay meadows where the cut grass was removed 
as a crop and not allowed to decay. 



In Pheasant Field, the steadily 
increasing fertility favours plants such 
as Bramble and Nettle and eventually 
these start to dominate, overshading
and eventually excluding the grasses. 
And woody species such as Blackthorn 
have also started to encroach on the 
grassland. Trees start to grow in places 
where they are protected from 
browsing animals by these thorny 
thickets of bramble and blackthorn 
scrub. Eventually the trees mature and 
overshade these plants which move 
forward into the remaining light 
starting the process again until the 
whole area becomes woodland. This 
process is known as “succession” and 
is clearly visible in many parts of 
Pheasant Field. 

Succession leads towards a single 
outcome known as “climax vegetation”. 
In most of England the climax 
vegetation is always woodland. Some 
people argue that a lot more trees 
would be no bad thing. But if Pheasant 
Field reverted to a natural closed 
canopy woodland a great part of the 
diversity of habitat and life that is 
found today would disappear. The 
question is this – at what points do you 
halt succession to achieve the widest 
variety of habitats and therefore the 
greatest variety of life? 

A large stand of Nettles in Pheasant Field
June 2013



The first thing to do is to manage the grassland to halt the steadily 
increasing fertility and reduce the tussocky thickets of grass. This means 
mowing and grazing the meadow and, when mowed, raking off the cut 
grass and as far as possible raking out the dense “thatch” covering the 
ground layer. 

Six of our wonderful team of scythers mowing Pheasant Field in May 2013. Lag Wood in the 
background with Crab Apple in flower. 

But mechanical mowing creates difficulties, the tussocks are simply too 
large for light machinery and heavy machinery would compact our soils 
and damage habitats. Many of the ant hills in Pheasant Field are over fifty 
years old and unlikely to survive an encounter with a modern tractor.    

Scything has worked well, but the size of the meadow is somewhat 
daunting. We have selected several plots in the meadow that we scythe 
at specific times of year in order to assess how much effect cutting and 
raking the grass has on grasses and flowers. But more hands are needed. 

With a short training course scything is easy and just as safe as any other 
means of mowing. The new, light weight Austrian scythes are very good 
and have attracted many women and older people to take it up as a 
competitive sport. Being in a team of scythers is great fun and it is a 
great alternative to a boring work-out in a gym. If you would like to be an 
occasional volunteer and learn how to scythe we would love to hear from 
you. 



Winter grazing with sheep has been a great means of keeping down the 
tussocks and opening up the “sward” of grasses. With the very kind help 
of a local farmer we have been able put around 150 sheep on the 
meadow for two weeks around Christmas for the last two years. But after 
an incident in 2015 where a dog-owner allowed her dog to get inside our 
electric fence, we do not know whether we will be able to continue this 
important aspect of conservation. 

Sheep on Pheasant Field in December 2015 

Intensive grazing for short periods is similar to the way flocks and herds 
behave in the wild and known these days as “mob grazing”. The 
technique gives the meadow a much needed cut and plenty of time to 
recover. The newly short grass also has the unexpected benefit of 
allowing Kestrels and Buzzards to see their prey much more easily.

Buzzard, January 2015 Sheep, December, 2014



But there are many dilemmas. To look 
after the grasses we need to remove 
invasive species such as Blackthorn, 
Hogweed and Creeping Thistle.

But these same species can be 
important sources of food and habitat 
for a large number of insects, reptiles, 
mammals and birds. Nettles are a big 
food source for the caterpillars of 
several butterflies like Peacocks and 
Small Tortoishell. 

Painted Lady nectaring on Creeping Thistle, 
2013

Therefore we remove these species 
from some parts of the meadow and 
not others. By creating a pattern of 
differing habitats, especially on the 
meadow margins, we can maintain 
and improve the variety of grasses, 
flowering plants, insects and animals. 
At the same time we can hold back 
the natural processes which would see 
plants like bramble and blackthorn 
colonise the whole meadow. 

We developed these plans in 
consultation with various bodies 
including the Weald Meadow 
Partnership and the South Downs 
National Park. And we are enormously 

grateful to the National 
Park for the very 
practical help given by 
their volunteers. And for 
the help of local 
organisations like the 
Monday Group who 
have helped clear parts 
of the public footpaths. 

South Downs National 
Park Volunteers, clearing 
Blackthorn January 2015



Mouse Ears in the meadow margin, August 2015

So is it working? 

Well there are some early signs that we are making a difference. In areas 
where we have scythed margins and removed bramble we are finding 
meadow flowers which we have not seen here before, such as Mouse Ears, 
Hairy Tare, Borage and Scarlet Pimpernel.  

But restoring a meadow takes a long time. There are no quick fixes, planting 
wildflower species is unlikely to work as the level of soil fertility would make it 
difficult for them to prosper. And we want to see how nature adapts to what 
we do.      

That said, Pheasant Field does look improved, invasions of Blackthorn and 
Hogweed, very evident in 2012, have been pushed back. After two years of 
grazing the tussocky sward of grasses is looking better. But there is a long 
way to go.     

But there are more dilemmas to face. 



The more we make Pheasant Field into the wildflower/hay meadow that it 
deserves to be, the more members of the public will find it an attractive 
destination for dog walking, picnics and days out. The large and increasing 
numbers of visitors risks damaging the very thing that all of us value.

You can help us conserve this very special place simply by keeping to the 
paths and not trampling on its fragile grasses and, if you are walking a dog, 
by bagging up dog poo and removing it from the site. And please keep dogs 
out of brambles and blackthorns in spring and summer when birds are 
nesting in them.  If we are able to resume grazing sheep, you will need to 
keep your dog on a lead and away from our temporary electric fence.   

Pheasant Field, Lag Wood and Butchers Wood together form a designated 
Site of Nature Conservation Importance. Let’s all of us together do our best 
to make this locally unique wildlife habitat as good as it can be. 



We are Sue and Paul, owners of Lag Wood and Pheasant Field. Our project is 
to maintain and improve wildlife and biodiversity in this ancient woodland and 
historic meadow. We made this on-line booklet with local people in mind to 
help everyone understand what we are doing and help us preserve places like 
Pheasant Field for future generations.  

We welcome organised groups who are concerned with education or the 
conservation of the natural environment, but please contact us first to help us 
plan your visit. 

Dragonfly, Broad Bodied Chaser, June 2015

If you have any questions or comments or would like to learn more, you can 
contact us by leaving a comment on any post on our blog at Lagwood.org.uk . 
Or you can just come and talk to us, we are regularly in the wood and 
meadow throughout the year.

Thank You  

Sue Milnthorpe and 
Paul Roberts

June 2016

http://www.lagwood.org.uk/
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