
 

 
Introducing haymaking at Chestnut Cottage to increase species 
diversity 
 
Chestnut Cottage and Well Field are located 
within the North Kent Downs area of Kent. 
The characteristic soils of chalk on the valley 
slopes and dips, and clay and flints on the 
upper sections of the escarpment are typical 
of this area.   
 
The sloped site is approximately 0.5 hectares 
and has been surveyed using the Integrated 
Habitat Survey method (IHS) which identified  
a combination of chalk grassland (GC1Z) on 
the upper slopes and on the lower part of the 
field other neutral grassland (GNZ).  
 
Very old maps show Well Field as an orchard.  
Subsequent OS maps from the 1920s show it 
as agriculture. Up until 1999, the farmer only 
used it irregularly, often leaving it fallow, and 
sometimes growing brassicas, leeks, or 
onions. In 1999, the field was purchased by 
the owners of the adjacent house. It was in a 
very dilapidated condition with dock, thistle 
and ragwort, and in 2000 it was weed-killed, 
ploughed, harrowed and sown with a utility 

grass mix. No other management had been 
undertaken since 2000, apart from cutting 
with a topper once a year. The grass cuttings 
were left on the field. The only flowers that 
had been successfully introduced were 
snakes-head fritillaries, which have multiplied 
beautifully in the damper area towards the 
gateway, and yellow rattle which was sown in 
2013 and is spreading well along the sides of 
the paths. Bee orchid, pyramidal orchid and 
common spotted orchid appeared in 2003, and 
are present each year in the upper areas 
where the soil is less nutrient rich and grass 
growth poorer. 
 
The species composition for the site indicated 
that the soil was very fertile, and this was 
backed-up by the management history of the 
site. In August 2015 the first thorough cutting 
with full removal of the hay was organised by 
the Save Our Magnificent Meadows project. It 
was repeated in August 2016. This new  
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management method would go some way to 
reduce the nutrients in the grassland. It was 
carried out using a small-sized community 
toolkit run through the Medway Valley 
Countryside Partnership which was the ideal 
size for the site. The work took contractors 
approximately three days to complete.  
 
Species surveys carried out in 2014 and 2015 
showed a range of plants present in the lower 
field including: mugwort, rosebay willowherb, 
hogweed, yellow rattle, red campion, 
broadleaved dock, figwort and ribwort 
plantain.  
 
In the upper field there was: creeping 
buttercup, meadow buttercup, fairy flax, 
perforate St John’s-wort, meadow vetchling, 
red clover, white clover, smooth tare, grass 
vetchling, common bird’s-foot-trefoil, black 
medick, wild strawberry, common centaury, 
bee orchid, pyramidal orchid and common 
spotted orchid. 

 
There was little change over the 2 first years 
apart from some further establishment of 
yellow rattle along the path areas. This was 
expected due to the short amount of time 
since management was introduced. As the 
management is continued, there should be an 
increase in species diversity in the lower field 
as nutrients are gradually removed and yellow 
rattle spreads.  
 
The site will continue to be managed by 
taking a hay crop on an annual basis using the 
community toolkit, and monitored by the 
landowner. The current management regime 
is targeted to reduce the soil nutrients and in 
turn allow species diversity to increase. This 
will be assisted by regular harrowing of the 
site and the addition of yellow rattle.  
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