
HAYPOLE FIELD 

 

RESULTS OF SURVEY 2005 

by PRESTWOOD NATURE 

 
Survey methods 

The field was walked systematically on 21 April and 22 July 2005, noting all plants observed and other 

wildlife noticed at the time.  No systematic attempt was made to survey the fauna, but the list of flora 

should be fairly complete.  The first visit was by Tony Marshall on his own, the second by Tony & Val 

Marshall.  On the second visit the NE corner was inaccessible because of the growth of brambles. 

 

Situation 
The field, which is 2 hectares in extent, lies at SP865009 on the south side of Hangings Lane, 

Prestwood.  To the east lies Prestwood Reservoir, to the south and west, pasture-land belonging to 

Wren Davis Farm.  The surface geology is clay-with-flints.  The soil is circum-neutral and variable, 

with more acidic and more calcareous pockets probably associated with variations in the underlying 

clays, and both wetter and drier areas. 

 

History 

The field was probably created as part of Nanfan Farm, possibly the first Anglo-Saxon settlement in 

Prestwood.  At this time it may have been split between the main part, more or less square, to the west 

of the footpath, and the triangular section to the east of the path.  The surrounding hedgerows are all 

ancient, with those on the west, south, and the southern half of the east side probably being 800-900 

years old – ie dating to the time of the Norman Conquest or beyond (using the Hooper method of 

hedge-dating).  These were therefore probably part of the original farm.  This is reinforced by the fact 

that an ancient boundary, dividing the old Peterley and Hampden estates, ran along the line of the east 

hedge.  Unfortunately the northern half of this hedge was damaged during the building of the reservoir 

and largely replaced by a more recent hedge.  Further south this same hedge is well-preserved as a 

double hedge containing wild-service tree and orpine, both scarce species.  These hedges are part of a 

wider complex of ancient hedges in the Nanfan area currently owned by the Wren Davis Farm, recently 

surveyed in detail by Prestwood Nature.  They are among the most valuable hedgerows in the area and 

contain a number of mature trees (largely oak and ash). 

 The field was probably managed as winter-grazed hay-meadow most of the time through its 

history (for the vegetational evidence for this see below).  The soil would have been suitable for this 

and the first part of the name (from Anglo-Saxon hēg, hay) would seem to confirm it, although other 

etymologies are possible.  “Pole” is probably derived from Anglo-Saxon pōl, pool, which may indicate 

that the depression in the NE corner covered with a plastic liner was originally a pond, although before 

the liner was applied it did not apparently hold water (but see next paragraph). 

 In a map of 1850 a building is shown on what would now be the eastern side of the footpath 

(ie in the triangular section), about a third of the distance from the northern edge of the field.  These 

were the remains of a then already-defunct brickworks.  There is now no superficial trace of these 

buildings.  The uneven nature of the territory on this side of the path may well be the result of clay-

diggings, and it has been thought that the large depression by the road (referred to in the previous 

paragraph) was a clay-pit – this was the suggestion of a Mrs LM Head of Wendover quoted in Andrew 

Pike’s “Gazetteer of Buckinghamshire Brickyards” (Bucks County Museum 1995).  Another 

depression lying SE of this large one is roughly rectangular and bordered by several mature trees that 

may have grown in the last 100-150 years.  On the Ordnance Survey map of 1900 this is marked as a 

pond.  This is another candidate for the original pond of the Haypole, but its squared shape also 

suggests a more modern man-made origin.  The diggings may have created the uneven ground and the 

wetter pockets of soil that characterise the field today. 

 Through most of the twentieth century, according to the recollections of local people, the field 

was used as cow pasture and was noted for its cowslips and other flowers.  For some years now it has 

not been grazed and is looking neglected and overgrown, with bramble scrub and ashwood developing 

throughout.  A recent bivouac used by a group of young people has been erected on the western edge of 

the field, about halfway along the hedge.  Access to it is gained by a broken fence in the NW corner.  

This bivouac was probably built over another small depression.  While little damage other than litter 

seems to have been caused, there is a danger of damage to the old wild plums that are a feature of the 

hedge at this point.  The other main use of the field is by a frequent procession of dog-walkers along 

the footpath. 



Flora 
A full list of flora is appended to this report.  In terms of the National Vegetation Classification, this 

mix of species would best correspond to MG5 grassland (Cynosurus cristatus-Centaurea nigra 

grassland), Lathyrus/Galium sub-community.   

 The MG5 grasslands are indicative of old grazed hay-meadows on neutral soil, reinforcing the 

evidence from the history of the site.  Such meadows are these days becoming increasingly rare and 

any survivals should be considered for conservation.  In particular, the mix of cowslip, betony, 

common knapweed and devilsbit scabious is interesting, being otherwise an extinct community in this 

area, even though the population of cowslips has much declined from what some people remember.  

This community is particularly concentrated in the area to the east of the site of the brickworks.  There 

are several patches of pignut, an old meadow indicator, both near here and under the southern hedge.  

Other well-developed meadow indicator species present are lady’s bedstraw, birdsfoot trefoil (common 

and greater), burnet-saxifrage, oxeye daisy, goatsbeard, rough hawkbit, quaking-grass, upright brome, 

glaucous sedge, dwarf thistle, tormentil and meadow vetchling, although some of these are in small 

quantity. 

 The hedgerows and scrub harbour a relict woodland flora, including yellow archangel, 

bluebell, early dog-violet, dog’s mercury and creeping soft-grass.  The violets were found only on the 

banks of the small depression marked as a pond in 1900.  The hedges themselves, apart from being 

worthy of conservation for the history they represent and the mature standing trees, are likely to be 

important for much wildlife.  There are some gaps developing in the southern hedge that should be 

filled.  This hedge, however, contains some excellent examples of old coppiced hazel and laid 

hornbeam, typical of ancient boundary features in this area. 

 

Fauna 
There has been no time to sample the fauna properly, but casual observation shows that the site has 

potential for butterflies, which would increase if the populations of flowering plants could be 

encouraged to grow.  Badgers regularly use the field, and birds abound in the scrub, hedges and trees, 

with bullfinch and yellowhammer being particularly notable.  The older trees should support interesting 

insect and fungus species that ought to be surveyed in due course. 

 

Management 
The relict flora of the meadow is suited to the traditional management that the field has probably 

received over several centuries – ie grazed through the winter until the end of April, mown in late June, 

and the stock returned thereafter.  The recent lack of grazing is leading to the dominance of coarse 

grass and scrub, which will eventually eliminate the conservation interest of the site.  The spread of 

bramble and ash saplings would soon lead to the field becoming a low-diversity secondary woodland 

with no ground flora of note.  Active management is the only way in which this could be prevented, 

and the easiest way of doing so would be the return of grazing stock, at low density, from August to 

April, and taking a cut of hay (removed from the site) before the stock are reintroduced each year.  The 

site is rather large for mechanical control alone, although the present owner has tried to keep certain 

areas near the scrub on the northern side open by using a motor-mower.  If stock (cows or sheep, not 

horses) are re-introduced, the fence at the NE corner would need mending and securing from further 

vandalism, and notices put up at the end of the stiles requesting dogs be kept on a lead.  The other 

boundaries would also have to be checked.  Prior to the stock, manual cutting of some of the bramble 

and ash saplings would be helpful.  This might also be needed from time to time in subsequent years. 

 The hedges are the other prime conservation concern.  Apart from the hedges along the north 

side and the northern half of the east side, which are currently close-cut and should be managed by 

cutting every three years, the other hedges have grown too tall for similar management.  Gaps, 

however, should, if possible, be plugged by some planting of native species (although it can be difficult 

to establish new plants in an existing hedge).  Fallen wood should, wherever possible, be left in situ. 

 The pond is a problem.  As it stands it is too dark, being surrounded by overhanging dense 

scrub.  The introduction of a plastic liner also means that neither aquatic nor pond-margin plants can 

establish themselves.  The result is a species-poor community of little conservation significance 

(duckweed and a presumably introduced water-lily, with no fauna of note).  I would recommend 

removal of many of the surrounding trees, at least on the field side, to let in more light.  I am also 

inclined to recommend the removal of the liner, but this could be a major undertaking, given the size of 

the pond, and it is possible that without the liner it would not hold water.  If, however, it only held 

water over the wetter months and dried up in the summer, it would still be a more valuable wildlife 

resource than at present. 



 As a site that has public access and is much used by local people, who could appreciate the 

restoration of the traditional flora and butterflies, and in view of the uncommon vegetational 

community, Haypole Field would qualify for assistance from Prestwood Nature, whose volunteers 

might help with practical work, while we may be able to access grants to help towards appropriate 

management.   

Tony Marshall, October 2005 

 

POSTSCRIPT 

Subsequent visits have revealed that crested dog’s-tail grass is a constituent of the meadow, thus 

confirming that it is an MG5 grassland.  On top of this, upright brome, a grass of chalk soils, was 

added to the list of species and adds to the interest of this site. 


