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A Focus on Woodland Management  
 

by Jim Kirke 
 

We often provide comment on the chalk grassland 
management of the reserves, whether it be the Badger Face 
sheep, the adventures of the tractor and cutter/collector, 
planting Cowslips or the opening up and maintaining of ‘windows’ to provide connectivity between chalk grassland 
reserves. In reality though, roughly half of the reserves managed by Graffham Down Trust are woodland, demanding 
much greater resources of volunteers, and these are now being managed with a greater focus on improving the viability 
of the differing habitats within. 

For the past few years, the main focus, with the help of Butterfly 
Conservation, has been on opening up and maintaining rides, and glades 
along the rides, to promote a multi-tiered habitat for insect life, including the 
Drab Looper and woodland butterflies such as Silver-washed Fritillary, 
Speckled Wood and the recently introduced Pearl-bordered Fritillary. The 
resulting diversity of plants and fruits also help support the mammal, reptile 
and bird populations.  
 

The tree species that populate the main woodland reserve of Patterson 
reflect a history that combines the drama of an old Beech wood ravaged by 
the worst storms to hit the country for 300 years in 1987 and the rural 
industry prevalent in the early 20th century.  Subsequently, there is a well-
established distribution of Hazel, most of which has not had any management 
for at least the last 50 years. A combination of naturally seeded Birch, various 
Thorns, Field Maple and Ash with a mix of trees planted after 1987 including 
more Ash and Sycamore have resulted in a mixed deciduous scrub and 
woodland. However, the lack of management of the woodland is now 

resulting in the plants of the woodland floor failing due to the lack of light, and the fruiting tree and scrub species being 
less prolific.  This, all leading to reduced diversity of habitats and impoverishment of the area for insects, mammals, 
reptiles and birds. 
 

The management practice that will best rejuvenate the woodland habitat and promote a more robust population of 
wildlife is coppicing, the sustainable approach to woodland management in the 19th and early 20th. centuries, for a 
wide range of woodland products.  In the past four years three areas of around three quarters of an acre have been 
coppiced, resulting in a great deal of learning of coppicing work by the Graffham Down Trust. 
 

• The coppiced wood stumps and shrubs need effective protection from the endemic deer population existing 

in the South Downs National Park. 

• The resultant wood from coppicing has little commercial value, however it does offer tremendous value as a 

habitat for insects and fungi. 

• There is a great variety of plant species existing in the seedbank that thrive once the coppicing is done. 

• Climate change needs to be born in mind when deciding how many trees are left standing to provide both 

shade and protection from the increasing regularity of storms. 

The most immediate action required is replacement of the existing deer fence. The old deer fence protecting roughly 
half of the woodland has helped restrict deer damage, but is now full of gaps, even after repair, and deer have caused 
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severe damage to recently coppiced areas. Volunteers 
have perfected the skill of creating tepees from the 
brash of coppiced trees and shrubs and these have been 
effective at protecting Hazel from a restricted deer 
population, however the other tree stumps, not 
protected because there is simply not enough brash (or 
volunteer time), are still chewed down by the deer. 
To help address the number one threat to the future 
survival of our woodland reserve, Graffham Down 
Trust, at the recommendation of the Forestry 
Commission, Natural England and the South Downs 
National Park, are embarking on a major project to 
install a deer fence around the main woodland reserve, 
Patterson.  This will cost £30,000 and its funding has 
been successfully secured from the South Downs 
National Park, Rural Payments Agency and generous 
donations.  This preparation work for the new fence 

starts in October with the aim to complete the fence before 
the end of the year. 
 

In addition, Graffham Down Trust volunteers have secured 
around 1,000 trees and shrubs from the South Downs 
National Park Authority and The Woodland Trust of mixed 
species to replant some of the initial coppiced areas that have 
been so severely damaged by the deer. Tree planting will take 
place in January/February and not only help to rebuild the 
habitat damaged by the deer, but provide insight into how 
Graffham Down Trust might tackle areas of woodland 
damaged by Ash Die Back.  Certainly, this exercise could not 
be reasonably considered without the deer fence in place. 
All volunteers are welcome to help, in the short term within 
Covid-19 rules and in any way possible in the longer term.  All 
these efforts cost money and support is always appreciated. 
 

Butterflies In 2020   by Dianne Hardcastle 

 
Surprisingly, after a good year for butterflies in 2019 and a summer of sunshine in 2020, butterfly numbers this year 
were down. Peaks and troughs of butterflies are recorded between years mainly due to adverse weather conditions. 

 

Warm weather can fool overwintering adults and caterpillars into emerging prematurely. 
Birds and other predators can eat the caterpillars and immature adult stages are 
vulnerable if colder weather returns. Heavy rain has a negative effect on the chrysalis 
stage of development. 
 

Although monitoring was greatly reduced in 2020. The 
reserves and the wildlife were enjoyed by many.  Butterflies 
seen in good numbers on Graffham Down included Small 

Coppers, Common Blues, Marbled Whites, Small Skippers, 
Meadow Browns, and in the late summer, Speckled Woods. 
 

The Clouded Yellow butterflies, migrants from Southern Europe, were frequently seen in ones 
or twos zooming around the reserves as late as October. The butterflies feed and lay eggs 
mainly on clovers and Common Bird’s-foot-trefoil. 
 

The trek, up the hill, is well worth it to enjoy a sunny winter’s walk on the reserves. 
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2020 - A Year Like No Other     By  Matthew Sennitt 

         
2020 has indeed been a year the likes of which I hope we never see again, but a year when we have all been made 
aware that our gardens and the immediate vicinity have more to offer than we’ve thought possible.  In Graffham and 
nearby we are particularly lucky in that we live not just in a National 
Park, but in an area where we are surrounded by nature reserves and 
other wild areas, so our gardens are likely to be richer than most in the 
country, if only we pause to notice.  As I’ve been unable to visit the 
Graffham Down Trust reserves this year I thought I would look at some 
of the plants and creatures I’ve discovered close to home over the 
years.  I’ll start with something obvious and possibly disregarded 
because of that, one of the wonders of the area, Mistletoe.  I had 
noticed that Lavington Park was never mentioned in articles about 
Mistletoe, so on Christmas day 2015 I thought it would be the seasonal 
thing to find all or most of the trees locally bearing Mistletoe.  There 
were many more than the 37 I noted as I recorded groups of trees as 
one, many laden with fifty or more bunches of Mistletoe.  Most host trees were 
Lime or Grey Poplar, but old fruit trees were often laden as well and as they are 

small, I probably missed many in the back 
gardens of Graffham Village.  If tree 
planting is being considered for the village, 
I hope that Lime will figure prominently. 
 

The area we live in has an incredible 
number of amazing creatures, if you look. 
Any of them can turn up in your garden or 
the area nearby, but not necessarily at a 
time of your choosing. Indeed, one day 
while imbibing a very pleasant bottle of red 

with my friend Paul, I had to check the level of the 
bottle when I saw an enormous beetle crawling 
across the lawn.  On Paul’s shoulder the size is 
apparent, and yes Paul did need a haircut.  It turned out to be Britain’s biggest longhorn 
beetle, the Tanner beetle, whose larvae feed 
on dead wood.  The area around Graffham has 
many old trees, so perhaps less of a worry 
than I thought at first. 
 

Beetles come in many shapes and sizes, and 
yes, the creator of the universe is said to have 
been more fascinated by them than any other 
group of animals.  Some I’ve been pleased to 
identify this year are the Swollen thighed 
beetle, the Black-faced Cardinal beetle and 

the Golden-bloomed Grey Longhorn. The last named is also a dead wood beetle and is pretty scarce.  I recognised it as 
one that the ecologist Graeme Lyons had seen the week before and shown on his blog.  Graeme is the force behind 
the number of rare spiders recorded on Graffham Common.  If you’re interested in wildlife, his blog ‘The Lyons Share’ 
is always worth a read. 
The idea for this article was Michael Blencowe’s Lockdown Diary, all one hundred 
days of It, a joy to read throughout the lockdown period.  As a very active ecologist 
he was surprised at how much more he found in his garden when he really spent 
time there.  As you all probably know Michael, likes his moths.  He once described an 
overnight visit to Graffham Down where in the gloom of dusk he found himself 
surrounded by Ghost moth males dancing just a foot or two above the ground in a 
great multitude.  Strangely, male Ghost moths have a lek where the females choose 
their partners.  I discovered this also occurs in my garden, though on a much smaller 
scale, just a handful go through their dance routine.  (continued on next page) 
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Like Michael I also run a moth trap from time to 
time and the wonderful array of species that 
appear always gives me pleasure.  Just a few of 
the brightly coloured ones I’ve featured here. 
The Large Emerald was given to me by a 
neighbour who found it on the wall of his house.  
The Beautiful Marbled was a nice surprise this 
August as it is a very rare immigrant to Britain 
and only the sixth recorded in Sussex.   
 
Day flying moths are few, but are a treat to see.  
Hummingbird Hawkmoths always attract 
attention and a surprising number of people 
initially don’t believe they are moths.  When 
they land, however, it is easy to see that they 
are.  I always grow Lady’s Bedstraw in my garden 
to encourage this species as it is the larval food 
plant of this species.  Another plant I allow to 

grow in my lawn is Bird’s-foot trefoil, not only is it a good source of nectar for many species it’s also the larval foodplant 
of the Six-spot Burnet and Common Blue butterfly.  

 

Butterflies are a special feature of Graffham Down and although you’re unlikely to see as many species at once, either 
in your garden or nearby, some of these species you most certainly will.  Red Admirals, Peacocks, Commas and Small 
Tortoiseshells are found in many a garden.  Close to my home during the summer I was lucky to add Silver-washed 

Fritillary, Marbled White, Chalkhill Blue and for one unforgettable moment a Purple Hairstreak that landed in front of 
me opened its wings and flashed the purple upper sides to its wings, something I’ve never seen happen before. 
 

Garden Tiger Large Emerald 
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Hummingbird Hawk Moth Hummingbird Hawk Moth Six-Spot Burnet 

Silver-washed Fritillary Chalkhill Blue Marbled White 
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Articles on wildlife gardens always implore you to add water to your garden, as it 
really adds another dimension.  If you keep fish out of the pond then, without 
competition or predation, wildlife can really take over.  Amphibia are what most 
people expect to find and Frogs, Toads and Newts are all abundant in the area.  The 
big question is which one of the newts you have seen?  I always take the view that 
what I see are the most common newts, so a cursory look in my pond seemed to 
show a number of Smooth Newts, the most common.  However, when I was cleaning 
out the old barley straw bag in the pond the two newts I found hidden inside, were 
both Palmate.  The webbed hind feet and the strange filament on the tail confirmed 
these to be breeding males.  So next spring I’m going to fish out a few more to see 
whether I have the much more common Smooth Newt as well.  In March Toads make 
a welcomed visit to the pond to spawn.  At night, by torchlight, forty or so males 
chase after every movement in the water emitting their squeaky little calls.  The 
females stay for just long enough to find a mate, spawn and leave.  While they are 

there they stay as still as they can to avoid too much attention. 
 

Whether it’s a pond or running water Dragons and Damsels will be attracted.  Red and 
Blue Damselflies will appear at most garden ponds and occasionally a Demoiselle, 
either Banded or Beautiful will make an appearance.  I was lucky to come across this 
breeding pair of Beautiful Demoiselles near to my house in July this year and a Scarce 
Chaser with his blue body, black tail and grey-green eyes, in late May.  Both prefer 
slow running water. 
 

The area around us really is rich in wildlife, so many of the creatures featured here are 
likely to turn up in any garden in Graffham or the surrounding area.  Always keep your 
eyes open.  It helps if you make your garden wildlife friendly.  Remember plant single 
flowers not double, dig yourself a pond and if you can spare some space for 
wildflowers you’ll be adding even more to the amazing wildlife of this lovely area.   
 
 

Graffham Down Trust Membership      By Marion Wardell, Friends’ Membership Secretary 

 
Membership for the Graffham Down Trust remains loyal and steady and I would like to thank all of you who continue 
to renew your membership promptly and efficiently every May. It is our major regular income and importantly funds 
the work that we do. You benefit from the newsletter, advance notice of events and working parties, and a reduction 
on the entrance fees to our popular annual quiz. 
 

There are changes to the GDT charity status taking place and this will mean that our bank account will change on 
December 31st 2020. This will invalidate existing standing orders and therefore I will be circulating new account details 
and a new standing order form for those of you who pay by this method. I would be grateful if you can complete this 
and either return to me for submission (contact details below and will be on the form), or directly to your bank, so that 
the May 2021 payment will be authorised. Any cheque payments should be made payable to Graffham Down Trust. 
 

For many years the membership fee has remained unchanged at £20 for a family and £15 per single person. With the 
amendment to our Charity Status and bank account, we are taking the opportunity to raise the annual membership 
fee to family £30 and single £20 from May 2021 onwards. 
 

I sincerely hope that you will remain with us and support the valuable work that we do. The vast majority of you have 
signed up to Gift Aid which benefits the Charity greatly as we are able to reclaim up to 25% of the membership fees 
from HMRC. Details of how to do this will be on the revised forms that will be circulated and available online. 
 

If you have friends or acquaintances who would like to join, please find the revised relevant form at the Graffham 
Down Trust website:  http://www.graffhamdowntrust.org.uk/ or indeed if you would be interested in paying by 
Standing Order or signing up for Gift Aid if you haven’t done so already, please contact me directly at:  
marion.wardell@gmail.com or by telephone 01798 867661. 
 
I speak for all the Committee and Trustees when I thank you for your membership, which after all is the life blood of 
the Charity. 

Beautiful Demoiselle 

Palmate 
Newt 
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Work 
Parties 
20/21 

 
 
 
You Should Consider Joining the Work Parties If:- 
 

• You are not required to self-isolate or shield according to Government Covid-19 Guidelines. 

• You are able to bring your own gloves and hand sanitiser along with suitable clothing and shoes for working 

outdoors. 

• You enjoy the outdoors and contributing to the local environment. 

• You are able to maintain at least 2 meters social distancing from others in the open! 

How do I get to the Site 
 

• If you are able to make your own way up the hill and still have energy to volunteer you should do so.  Contact 

Jim Kirke for working party location (jimkirke@hotmail.com) 

• If you need a lift – meet near St Giles Church at 9:45am (Contact Jim Kirke to arrange) 

▪ You will need to wear a mask (correctly) and sanitise your hands before you get in the vehicle and at 

the end of the journey. 

▪ Maintain 1 metre distance from others in the vehicle. 

▪ Keep the windows open. 

▪ Follow the instructions of the driver. 

Work Party Tasks This Year 
 

• In October and November - preparation for the new deer fence. 

▪ Take down the old deer fence (please bring fence plyers if you have.) 

▪ Clear areas along the new fence line. 

• In the new year Plant Trees and Coppice a new area 

▪ Will need hammers to put in tree guards and may need mattocks for tree planting.  

Work Party Dates 
 

Sunday October 18, 2020 

Saturday November 14 

Saturday December 12 

Sunday January 17, 2021 

Saturday February 20 

Saturday March 20 

 

WORK PARTIES 
FOR 2020/2021 
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