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Parasites on Graffham Down
Blood sucking, life draining debillitating parasites have a
fearsome reputaion as they have caused misery and
death to many people and animals over the ages. So to
hear that such species occur on Graffham Down should
spread fear and alarm in all those that visit. However all
is not what it seems as these parasites on Graffham Down
all work in harness with the sheep and the cut-and-collect
machinery to enhance the floristic diversity of the down.
All are plants and strictly speaking should be called hemiparasites as they are capable of some photosynthesis by
themselves without the host plant. However, they all
require the host in order to prosper and like all parasites
infiltrate their victim and drain its life fluids causing it to
lose strength. The victims in each case are grasses.
Grass as the name suggests is the dominant group of species in grassland, as grasses have evolved to benefit from
grazing. All plants have growing points where immature cells divide to form the body of the plant. In most plants these
growing points are at the tips of stems, buds, and are susceptible to being eaten. These plants may also have growing
points in the leaf axils so that some recovery may come from there. In contrast grasses have growing points along the
stem at points known as nodes, so regrowth is rapid from just below each mouthful. On Graffham Down we are trying
to encourage the wildflower component of our meadows and plants that are parasitic on grasses help in this process.
There are three of these hemi-parasitic species on Graffham Down. All
are annuals and all parasitize grasses by their roots infiltrating the roots
of grasses and utilising the plant’s nutrition. This suppresses the
growth rate of the grass allowing space for other plants to grow and so
helps increase the biodiversity of the meadow. On Graffham Down
three such species are recorded and all work in a similar way.
The most commonly known hemi-parasite of this type is Yellow Rattle
an attractive, grassland annual so effective that in the past this plant
was a serious pest for farmers as it could reduce hay yields by as much
as 50%. Areas of meadow heavily invaded by this species support only
the most meagre growth of grass and it eventually allows more
delicate, traditional species to push their way through. Once
established it can often spread to other areas within the meadow,
though where it has successfully eradicated grass it will decline. When
the flowers of yellow-rattle fade, the brown calyxes in which the seeds
ripen can be both seen and heard. When shaken they give a distinctive rattle leading to the common name. It flowers
mainly in May but may be found as late as September. The early May flowers are a useful source of nectar and may be
found in profusion where the plant is common.
(Continued on page 2)
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Perhaps the least noticeable of these hemi-parasites is Eyebright as the
plants are low growing and the flowers are tiny. There are about 20
species of Eyebright and many more hybrids that are all very similar and
difficult to tell apart. On Graffham Down two such species have been
recorded. Like Yellow Rattle, Eyebrights are generally hemi-parasitic,
feeding off the nutrients from the roots of nearby grasses and for this
reason, it is a useful plant for keeping vigorous grasses at bay and allowing
more delicate wildflowers to thrive. Its flowers may also be found from
May to September.
Although the blooms are tiny, only 5-10mm in size when seen through a
magnifier they are beautiful with lobed petals, a yellow centre and purple
guide stripes. These tiny flowers are used by pollinating insects.
Eye Bright
The common name comes from its traditional use as a herbal remedy where its complex of pharmacologically active
compounds was considered to be useful for brightening tired eyes. It was reputed to be particularly popular in the sale
of older horses!
The third of the hemi-parasitic plants on grasses found on Graffham Down is Red
Bartsia. This is also an annual and is found in short grasslands with a low fertility
and is particularly prevalent on trampled areas such as the edges of footpaths. It
too reduces the vigour of grasses it has
parasitized.
As its name suggests, the whole plant is
tinged with red; its leafy flower spikes
appearing from June to September. As well
as being popular with carder bees and
wasps, one particular solitary bee, Melitta
tricincta also known as Red Bartsia bee, is
wholly dependent on Red Bartsia. This little
bee was found on Graffham Down last year by Mike Edwards in his thorough
survey of the bees and wasps of our Graffham Down reserves,

Melitta tricincta female on Red Bartsia

Some of the May butterflies of Graffham Down
The thing I like best about winter is when it’s over. Instead I like the time when
nature awakens, and movement and colour come back to the reserves. The
colour doesn’t come with a rush though, nothing so bold and brash. Indeed,
some of the early butterflies are small and almost dull to look at and are difficult
to distinguish from the day flying moths around at the same time. A prime
example of a dull spring butterfly is the aptly named Dingy Skipper, as small as a
Common Blue but coloured only in a coat of beige.
Dingy Skipper

Burnet Companion

Appearing at the same time are two species of moth that are similarly coloured,
though both are in fact brighter and more
clearly marked. Nevertheless, they can be
distracting and easily misidentified. Both
the Burnet Companion and the Mother
Shipton are found in the grassland of
Graffham Down. The Mother Shipton is
named after the 16th century soothsayer,
her face being cruelly depicted on the
Mother Shipton
moth’s wings.
(Continued on page 3)
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Things brighten up a little with the arrival of the Grizzled Skipper, and though its black and white markings make it
difficult to follow in flight, the bright chequered pattern marks this as quite the attractive mini-beast and a joy to see.
The arrival of the Duke of
Burgundy is a highlight on
the Graffham Down
slopes and although it is a
small butterfly it makes
up for this by being feisty.
The males chase away
intruders from the area
of its colony and the
continual
movement
makes any count difficult.
Duke of Burgundy

Grizzled Skipper

From the middle of May blues can be expected, the two most common being the Holly Blue and the Common Blue. A
general rule to decide which is which is that a blue flying close to the ground is a Common, while one more interested in
shrub and hedgerow is a Holly. It doesn’t always work, but when they settle, a quick look of their underwing decides
the issue. The silvery blue underwing with just a few small black spots tells you it’s a Holly blue, while the black and
white spots on a brownish background with orange edging lunules immediately shout Common Blue.

Holly Blue

Common Blue

The most sought-after butterfly on Graffham Down in May 2019 was undoubtedly the Pearl-bordered Fritillary,
following the large-scale release of the species as part of a re-introduction programme to prevent its extinction in West
Sussex woodlands. In general, the programme went extremely well with
multitudes of butterflies appearing close to the release sites. Sad to say,
their appearances on Graffham Down reserves were few and brief and
will cause the Graffham Down Trust working parties to continue our
efforts to provide suitable conditions for them. Nonetheless, a few were
recorded and demonstrate
how spring could be so
much brighter if their
presence continued.

Pearl-bordered Fritillary

Pearl-bordered Fritillary
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The Cowslips Project
As part of our conservation work to help the Duke of Burgundy butterfly population on Graffham Down a project to
introduce Cowslips to Bowley’s Field was conceived. It was noticed in the spring of 2019 that no Cowslips flowered on
this reserve, which was a surprise as they are freely found on all the other reserves. The Cowslip is the larval food plant
of the Duke of Burgundy, but not just any Cowslip, it needs to be a lush and juicy plant, large enough to support
voracious caterpillars. The best slope to find these is a north facing one that doesn’t get harsh summer sun drying out
the ground. Bowley’s Field has the most of this habitat, so after consultation with Neil Hulme of British Butterfly
Conservation it was decided to introduce Cowslips to the reserve.
The spread of Cowslips would naturally occur by seed being carried
from one reserve to another in the gut of animals, but our sheep are
fenced within each reserve and so unlikely to move plant species
between the reserves. Some 170 native English plug plants were
obtained by the Graffham Down Trust and grown on during the
summer into healthy robust plants ready for their introduction into the
chalk-downland turf. Planting was carried out with the help of Chloe
Goddard and the South Downs ranger team after a day preparing the
sites for each plant. I’ve read about the thin downland soil, but I’ve
never had to turn the turf before. What I discovered was that there
was almost nothing there except shards of chalk and lumps of flint and
to dig holes capable of planting a cowslip a trowel or a bulb planter
was useless and a mattock, swung with full force, was required.
Nevertheless, the plants were all safely bedded out and left to their
own devices for the winter. Needless to say some were dug up by
animals and the remainder have all been chewed down so they are
virtually invisible over the winter, but the hope is that they will
reappear in the spring, flower, seed and give us an ever extending area
in which the Duke of Burgundy can flourish in the future.

GDT Tractor and Cutter Collector
The trust has suffered a major setback this winter. The heavy rainfall pouring off the Downs unfortunately undermined
the trees near where we keep our tractor causing a domino effect bringing down three trees which smashed onto the
tractor shelter and wrote off the cutter collector, and possibly the tractor which is under the large trunks. As the photo
below on the left shows the tractor cannot be seen under the trees. On right is the cutter collector.
The insurance assessor has been to inspect the damage but was unable to gauge the extent of the damage until the
trees are cleared. Hopefully the insurance money will come through but it is feared that additional monies may need to
be found to make up any shortfall. The tractor and cutter collector are essential for the maintenance of the reserves in
order to remove scrub and grass so that the chalk flowers can flourish and support wildlife and promote biodiversity.
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Work Being Done on the Reserves
By Jim Kirke

The Form and Shape of the Reserves
Recent years has seen a ‘reshaping’ of the woodland areas to result in a number of connected rides opening up the
ground level in a number of areas to more light and therefore the potential to increase the diversity of flora that in turn
will support a more diverse fauna, especially butterflies and other insects. This sculpting work has now been completed
and the main tasks that lie ahead are maintenance.
Maintenance of the woodland areas involve a number of activities, most of which are carried out by individual
volunteers, the landowner of Paterson and South Downs National Park volunteers outside the regular work party
activities. These include:
•

Retaining the rides in a two tier structure, i.e. relatively short grass sward in the middle of the ride and a higher
cut (cut every two years alternating sides) of the main ride area to control brambles, stop volunteer tree
regrowth and protect key plant species such as wood spurge that support the Drab Looper moth.

•

Thin out the planted pine species that are now weak and dying due to their root system encountering the chalk
sub soil.

•

Maintaining circa 20 tonnes of dead wood per hectare in the woodland through thinning and leaving windblown trees as habitat to support different fauna and flora including insects and fungi.

Annual Coppicing of Woodland
The key activity to deliver the preferred habitat of the Graffham Down Trust woodland reserves supporting both Hazel
Dormice and a diverse population of insects (including butterflies) and therefore birds, is the annual coppicing of around
1/3 of a hectare of woodland. This is the main regular activity of the work parties and in addition to tea, coffee and cake
consumption, includes a combination of bonfires, brash fencing to provide connectivity for Hazel Dormice across the
opened up areas and ‘tepees’ of brash to protect the
hazel stumps from deer damage. Past experience has
shown that it is all too easy to over clear areas resulting
in a drastic change in habitat, but is also easy to be too
cautious and not achieve the result desired of opening
up the ground to sufficient light to support a bloom of
diverse species. Indeed, an activity of replanting some
areas will need to take place in the next 18 months, a
different work party activity to come.
Considerable efforts have been made to repair the
ancient deer fence to at least restrict the access of deer
to the main coppice area until grant supported new deer
fencing can be put up, but this remains some way off.

Veteran Trees
In 2019, with the help of our South Downs National Park Ranger, Chloe Goddard, the MIND work parties helped to
identify and describe over 10 veteran and potential veteran trees in the Paterson reserve. These will be tagged and
registered early in 2020.
(Continued on page 6)
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Mitigation of Ash Die Back Risk
It would seem that the South Downs Way, with its considerable volume of pedestrian and cycle traffic, has acted as a
conduit to Ash Die Back. Certainly the infection rate along the South Downs Way in the area of our reserves is
effectively 100%. This poses risks to people and Graffham Down Trust so with help and support of the landowner of
Patterson reserve Ash trees that pose a risk are being removed. This work will also be carried out in the rest of the area
that Graffham Down Trust manage and it is anticipated that both the regular weekend work parties and the MIND work
parties will play a key role in helping to tidy up the felled trees that pose a risk to the public.

Grassland Management
Prior to the disaster that befell the tractor and cutter collector
just before Christmas, a vast majority of the grassland area that
needed cutting and collecting had been completed by early
September and the magical Badger Faced sheep have been in
and doing a great job. The winter has so far been very mild and
as a result there has been continued grass growth in the
reserves. It will not be long until the sheep are moved on and
we can await the spring plants.
Some fence repairs were required prior to the sheep being put
in and this was completed by a local contractor at very
competitive rates. In addition, two gate posts had to be
replaced as well as one five bar gate. The MIND volunteers (very
able assisted by Richard Marks, the supplier of the sheep) learnt
a big lesson on the effort required to remove an old gate post.

Conclusion
These is always work that needs doing in the reserves
and a never-ending list of items that need to be
purchased, replaced or maintained. We are blessed
with a small but very loyal and hardy core of regular
volunteers that help when chain sawing or brush
cutting is required and without their help very little
could be achieved. We are also blessed with a number
of volunteer drivers and cake makers that allow the
regular monthly work parties to be a very positive
experience for all. And lastly but by no means least we
are blessed with volunteers who join the work parties.
However, there is always room for more of all the
above so please do feel welcome to come along and
help.
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Big Butterfly Count on Graffham Down 2019
Three good friends set out on a beautiful sunny August day to climb to the Graffham Down reserves to carry out the Big
Butterfly Count and have a picnic. Two of the friends were butterfly enthusiasts and one was an excellent
photographer. In the Big Butterfly Count 2019, butterflies are counted for 15 minutes during bright (preferably sunny)
weather on any day from July 19th to August 11th 2019. Records are welcome from anywhere: from parks, school
grounds and gardens, to fields and forests.
The instructions are these: counting from a fixed position, count the maximum number of each species that you can see
at a single time. For example, if you see three Red Admirals together on a buddleia bush then record it as 3.
On August 6th, the three friends started off in the purple area (see map)
Paterson reserve and counted butterflies in the top left corner area
marked A. In the 15 minute count they saw a Ringlet, two Holly Blues and
a Silver Y moth.
Then three set off to the
yellow B area Long Meadow
reserve and counted more
butterflies from about 20 yards
into the field - more butterflies
than in the previous location.
The meadow flowers were
lovely and seven species of butterflies were counted in the time including a
Painted Lady.
Common Blue
Then off for the picnic ....we went to the Tumulus reserve area C
called Parish and sat and chatted and had a very relaxing time.
A great day was enjoyed by all.....how’s that for serious science!

Painted Lady

If you would like to view results for the Big Butterfly
Count 2019 visit the link:
https://www.bigbutterflycount.org/results/
To find out more about the Big Butterfly count visit
their website at
https://www.bigbutterflycount.org/about
“The big butterfly count is a nationwide survey aimed
at helping us assess the health of our environment. It
was launched in 2010 and has rapidly become the
world's biggest survey of butterflies. Over 113,500
people took part in 2019, submitting 116,009 counts of
butterflies and day-flying moths from across the UK”
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South Downs National Park Lottery
The South Downs Authority ranger team have proved to be very supportive of the work that we do on Graffham Down,
we are therefore delighted to be able to encourage this lottery that will bolster the funding of such teams.
“The South Downs Lottery was created in 2019 by South Downs National Park Trust.
We know you care about the beautiful landscape of the South Downs National Park. We do too.
The South Downs National Park Trust (SDNPT) is the official charity of South Downs National Park. We are an
independent organisation, separate from The South Downs National Park Authority, governed by an autonomous and
experienced board of Trustees.
We are small but have big ambitions. We want to see more land managed for wildlife, more rare habitats protected,
more local communities thriving and more people able to access and enjoy the National Park. At least 50% of all ticket
sales will go towards supporting our work to enhance and protect South Downs National Park for future generations.”
Spice up your Saturday night by winning with the SDNPT lottery.
You can visit their webpage on:

https://www.southdownslottery.co.uk/
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