
 

page1 

 

July to September 2019 Issue 86 

Mill Meadows Society Newsletter 

www.millmeadows.org.uk 

 
In this issue  

Chairman’s Report  
Changes of committee personnel took place at 

the AGM (see below). Consequently the society 

no longer has a chairperson. Though the 

remaining members of the committee agreed to 

cover some important roles performed by our 

previous chairman one of the outcomes is there 

is not a specific article for this newsletter. 

Secretary’s Report  
 

I am pleased to report that our Annual General 

meeting in April attracted a good attendance to hear 

Zoe Ringwood from Essex Wildlife Trust give an 

illustrated talk on Landscape Conservation in South 

West Essex. Sadly this was the last meeting to be 

chaired by Neil Sumner who was stepping down after 

chairing the Society for thirteen years. 

Neil has done so much over the years to promote the 

Society and its aims. His achievements in the last 2-3 

years in leading a group that has worked hard to 

initially seek Heritage Lottery Funding (HLF) to 

improve the Meadows and then to deliver this project 

have been enormous. Alas nobody has stepped 

forward to replace Neil as Society chairman, but the 

Committee has agreed an alternative way of working 

until a chairman comes forward. Although Neil has 

taken a well-earned rest from the Committee he 

continues to be involved in the work of the Society. He 

is completing some outstanding tasks connected with 

the HLF project, continues to oversee the Society’s 

Web page and social media output, and is liaising with 

other groups on the Society’s behalf  in regard to a 

proposed extension to Mill Meadows nature reserve if 

farmland to the east of Greens Farm Lane is 

developed for housing. Neil, along with Milo his dog, 

remains a key member of our cattle monitoring group. 

Frances Adams also stepped down from the 

committee at the AGM. She was presented with an 

album of photographs taken over many years in Mill 

Meadows. Frances was a founding a member of the 

Society and its chair for many years before handing 

over the reins to Neil. Hopefully we will continue to see 

Frances in the meadows and at our events, notably 

behind the refreshment counter at future AGMs. The 

committee is pleased to welcome Ian Woolley. Ian had 

previously attended a couple of committee meetings to 

Anna Dutch leading the wildflower walk 

Events  *meet at The Scout Hall, Greens 

Farm Lane at 10:30 am to help our ranger 

with various tasks 
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August 10
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Evening walk – 19:30 28
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 August 28. A 

chance to explore the reserve at dusk and 

possibly detect bats flying overhead. This 

event is weather dependant, check the 

website or social media prior to the date. 
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see what we do.   Alan Talboys continues as 

Treasurer, Gytha Washington as Membership 

Secretary and Ken Williamson as Newsletter Editor. 

Sue Goss and Paul Jarmy complete your committee. 

Sue Goss is leading a team of volunteers in expanding 

the monitoring of wildflowers within the Meadows. 

Monthly surveys are being undertaken in conjunction 

with Chris Huggins, Basildon Council’s Ranger (see 

details in Chris’s report). The aim is to increase 

recording of key plant species that are a marker of 

grassland quality.  Sue recently organised the annual 

Orchid Count and also invited an expert to lead a 

highly successful Wildflower walk. 

Approximately twenty people attended the wildflower 

walk on 15th June led by Anna Dutch. Anna is a 

trained medical herbalist based in Hope Valley in the 

Peak District. She interspersed plant identification with 

folklore, Greek mythology and possible uses of plant 

extracts in treating her patients. She really enlivened 

the stroll around the meadows. 

Other activities that continue in the Meadows are the 

weekly butterfly monitoring transects, and the daily 

cattle checking. 

Finally, looking ahead to 2020, there may be a Fayre 

similar to the very successful Mill Meadows Fayre last 

held in 2018. That was intended as a one-off, to raise 

awareness of Mill Meadows within the local 

community, as a feature of the HLF project. But next 

year Billericay will be participating in celebrations to 

commemorate the 400th anniversary of the sailing of 

the Pilgrim Fathers to America on the Mayflower. It has 

been proposed that a Fayre in Mill Meadows be held 

as part of the celebrations. A joint working group of 

representatives from the Society and local Rotary 

groups is being set up. Proposed Fayre date is Sunday 

13th September 2020. Look out for further 

developments, but add that date to your calendars 

now! 

 

Peter Croot, Secretary 

Ranger’s Report  
 

Monitoring and managing 

 

After a steady start in 2018 the wild flower monitoring 

group has leapt ahead this year with monthly surveys 

of the meadows to assess the progress we are making 

in moving the SSSI fields from ‘unfavourable 

recovering’ status to ‘favourable’, hopefully in the fairly 

near future. This involves assessing a number of 

factors including looking for plants associated with 

grasslands of high biodiversity value (see note 1). The 

frequency of these plants is the main measure we are 

falling short of, so when they are found more often we 

will be making significant progress. 

 

As well as being a great place to visit, we have a 

special responsibility to look after what are termed 

‘lowland semi-natural grasslands’ like Mill Meadows, 

as they have been assessed to have declined to about 

3% of their former extent in England and Wales 

between 1930 and 1984. The national vegetation 

classification for Mill Meadows (MG5 unimproved 

neutral grassland (see note 2)), is thought to have 

suffered the worst decline due to the ease with which it 

can be ‘improved’ (ploughed, fertilized, drainage, 

herbicides etc.) for agricultural use. 

 

Grasslands are in many ways an ‘artificial’ habitat in 

that they require some form of intervention (e.g. cutting 

or grazing), to prevent them becoming scrub and 

eventually woodland, so the timing and intensity of 

management is important if the nature conservation 

interest is to be maintained. Last year we 

experimented with having slightly fewer cattle, so that 

the ‘non-SSSI’ fields were grazed less hard when the 

cows were excluded from the SSSI, but kept on site. 

It’s too early to say if this has worked outside the SSSI, 

but I felt we didn’t get quite a hard enough graze on 

the SSSI, so this year we have a few more cattle and 

are planning to let the cattle in to the SSSI as soon as 

our stewardship agreement allows – mid-July. It is 

important to make sure that we get a good hard graze 

regularly so that the nutrient levels in the soil are kept 

low to prevent the robust grasses out-competing the 

valuable wild flowers for nutrients and light. If 

insufficient material is removed we risk the condition of 

the grasslands deteriorating. Incidentally, the 

grassland classification might also change – to MG1 – 

which can apparently be an interesting community on 

calcareous or acid soils, but tends to become species 

poor on neutral soils. Too much grazing (though not a 

problem at MM at the moment), risks a deterioration to 

MG6 – improved permanent grassland of lower 

botanical conservation value. 

 

The good news is that we do seem to be making 

progress towards ‘favourable’ condition, with good 

numbers of Black Knapweed, Betony, Common Bird's-

foot-trefoil, Cuckoo Flower, Devil's-bit Scabious, Grass 

Vetchling, Heath Spotted-orchid, Meadow Vetchling, 

Pignut, sedges, and Tormentil being found at the 

appropriate time of year. It will take more than one 

year to be sure, but I think we are nearly there. The 

surveys will be continuing for the rest of the summer. If 

you’re interested in coming along, please let me know. 

http://www.millmeadows.org.uk/
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Thanks to all those who have taken part in the surveys 

this year. The data collected is an important measure 

of progress. Also thanks to the cattle monitors for 

keeping an eye on the management tool! 

  

1. List of positive indicator species (a good list to start 

with if you’re interested in learning your wild flowers!) 

• Agrimony Agrimonia eupatoria 

• Adder's tongue Fern Ophioglossum vulgatum 

• Black knapweed Centauria nigra 

• Betony Stachys officinalis 

• Burnet-saxifrage Pimpinella saxifraga 

• Common Bird's-foot-trefoil Lotus corniculatus 

• Cowslip Primula veris 

• Cuckoo Flower Cardamine pratensis 

• Devil's-bit Scabious Succissa pratensis 

• Dyer's Greenweed Genista tinctoria 

• Grass Vetchling Lathyrus nissolia 

• Greater Brid's-foot-trefoil Lotus pedunculatus 

• Green Winged Orchid Orchis morio 

• Harebell Campanula rotundifolia 

• Hawkbits Leontodon hispidus/saxatilis 

• Heath Spotted-orchid Dactylorhiza maculata 

• Lady's Bedstraw Galium verum 

• Lesser Spearwort Ranunculus flammula 

• Marsh Bedstraw Galium palustre 

• Meadow Vetchling Lathyrus pratensis 

• Meadowsweet Filipendula ulmaria 

• Milkworts Polygala spp. 

• Oxeye Daisy Leucanthemum vulgare 

• Pignut Conopodium majus 

• Pepper Saxifrage Silaum silaus 

• Ragged Robin Lychnis flos-cuculi 

• Sedges: Small Blue Green Carex spp. with 

leaves < 5mm wide 

• Salad/Fodder Burnet Sanguisorba minor 

• Sneezewort Achillea ptarmica 

• Tormentil Potentilla erecta 

• Yellow Rattle Rhinanthus minor 

 

2. The National Vegetation Classification describes 29 

communities and 78 sub-communities of lowland semi-

natural grassland in 5 basic categories: 

• Neutral or mesotrophic (MM is in this group) 

• Calcareous  

• Acid 

• Fen Meadows and rush pastures (similar to 

the wet areas at MM) 

• Calaminarian (associated with former lead or 

zinc mining sites, so ‘heavy metal grassland’!) 

 

Chris Huggins 

Basildon Countryside Services.  

June 2019 

 

Membership Subscriptions 
 
Subscriptions for 2019-20 were due in April. 

Reminders for those unpaid will be sent with this 

newsletter. 

 

Those of you who pay by standing order do not need 

to do anything, unless any of your details or contact 

preferences have recently changed. 

Membership Secretary, Mill Meadows Society 

c/o 17 Gainsborough Close Billericay CM11 

2DB 

Email: mms-membershipsec@hotmail.com 

 

 

Second Heritage Walk 

8th June 2019 

 
Neil Sumner and I led the walk to visit the heritage 

buildings and trees in and around Mill Meadows.  We 

had a good turnout for this walk which followed the 

same route as the first heritage walk undertaken in 

March 2019.  There are more precise details of the 

walk in the newsletter issued in April.  

  

We had been expecting a really windy day but it turned 

out to be a lovely day and just the right conditions for 

tramping round Mill Meadows.  We started in 

Wantsfield (the field beside the Southend Road) and 

looked at Locker’s Hall.  The Ward family bought the 

house in 1787 and went on to buy all the fields and 

properties associated with the current day Mill 

Meadows.  Many of the veteran trees, which are 

mostly in the hedge lines, were alive when the Ward 

family first took an interest in the area. Walking on 

round the site we passed the Mill Cottages and sites of 

the former windmills.  Perhaps we should have a 

project to construct a new windmill?!  

 

We could just see Gatwick House through the hedge 

of the field called Greens.  The hedge along the 

http://www.millmeadows.org.uk/
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reserve boundary edge of Greens is particularly old 

and there are many coppiced, multi stemmed field 

maples and hazel trees.  Not many people practice the 

art of coppicing these days when trees are cut to the 

ground and allowed to re-grow as stools. (Norsey 

Wood is another local example – Ed.) 

  

We left Mill Meadows to see the old farmhouse 

Hurlocks, and the adjacent barn, on Greens Farm 

Lane.  Returning to Mill Meadows by walking along 

Goldcrest Drive, we walked through this housing 

estate considering that this area has been a working 

farm until the early 1980’s.  Many of the trees at Mill 

Meadows are secondary woodland and only half a 

century old.  The area will have been much more open 

when it was last actively farmed about 50 years ago. 

   

We are planning to run more walks in the future.  If you 

are interested please check the website 

www.millmeadows.org.uk  for forthcoming events or 

send me an email. 

Sue Goss, Committee Member Mill Meadows Society 

sue@rossgoss.co.uk 

 

Wild Flowers and Orchids 
Since March this year a keen group of volunteers has 

been visiting the Meadows once a month to monitor 

the plants of the Site of Special Scientific Interest 

(SSSI) to see which are thriving.  The Red Poll cattle 

were able to graze the three SSSI fields for a few 

weeks in April which will hopefully provide better 

conditions for the flowers and sedges this summer. In 

March there were already signs of the flowers to come 

but it was generally hard to identify the plants without 

the flowers.  The Cowslips we found in Butchers were 

charming. 

 

April and May there were few plants in flower.  One of 

my favourites, the Cuckoo Flower was present in small 

numbers in May. They seem to prefer damp conditions 

and it was a dry winter. We undertook two flower 

surveys in June.  One was just to count the Heath 

Spotted Orchids on 12th June.  This year we found 

about 3,500 in total.  The eastern side of Oakfield had 

the greatest number with about 2,000.  Butchers had 

about 1,200.  There were only about 70 in Cumborrow.  

No orchids were found in any of the surrounding fields 

on the day of the survey.  When we undertook the 

wildflower survey on 21st June there was almost no 

trace of the amazing orchids so obviously the flowers 

do not always last for long.  The most noticeable 

flowers we found in Butchers on 21st June were 

Tormentil, Greater Bird’s Foot Trefoil and Meadow 

Vetchling, all having lovely bright yellow flowers.  The 

shiny brown seeds of Pignut were common and also 

signs of other flowers to come. 

Please find below a few photos of the June flowers.  

 

 
Tormentil 

 Bird’s Foot Trefoil above, Meadow Vetchling below. 

 

 
If you would be interested in helping with our flower 

surveys please contact me,  

Sue Goss, Committee Member Mill Meadows Society 

sue@rossgoss.co.uk 

http://www.millmeadows.org.uk/
http://www.millmeadows.org.uk/
mailto:sue@rossgoss.co.uk
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Mill Meadows Extension – 

update 
 

Is this Mill Meadows Extension on the land East 

of Greens Farm Lane going to happen, and if so 

when?  This is a question I often get asked.  As 

reported in previous Newsletter articles there 

have been two different designs put forward. The 

first design is one in which members of the 

Society were invited to be active participants. It 

included protection of existing hedges and 

veteran trees within the 16 ha area earmarked, 

management of the grassland to move it towards 

favourable condition (using grazing), and a new 

area of scrub and new ponds.   This was the 

design until November last year. We were then 

presented with a plan that was very different and 

included 6 ha of recreation ground including a 

football pitch, new plantations on the highest area 

of grass and woodland near the hedge.  We were 

never consulted on this and did raise concerns 

about the viability. (Notwithstanding the value for 

biodiversity, the terrain around the position of the 

football pitch would make Yeovil’s famous sloping 

pitch look as horizontal as a millpond in 

comparison).  We’ve made our comments and 

had no formal response. We have also shown 

personnel from Commercial Estates Group 

(CEG), who have the option to develop the land, 

around Mill Meadows and explained the 

management regime.   

 

In the meantime the BDRA-BAG team, ever 

vigilant, have recently been examining the 

submissions made by the developers and land 

agents to the last Basildon Borough Local Plan 

consultation which ended in December.  They 

found that CEG had submitted that second plan 

to The Council and also requested a change to 

the policy within the plan which substituted ‘Mill 

Meadows Extension’ with ‘publicly accessible 

open space’. As we had been previously unaware 

of this and it caused us real concern. I did contact 

CEG to ask for assurances.  They explained that 

they had been put under pressure to make a 

submission and that it needed to include 

recreational space. And that the plan they 

submitted is not final and that they will take into 

account work done on the original plan. They also 

provided the following in reply.  

 

CEG is committed to working with Mill Meadows 

Society to work on the design for an extension to 

Mill Meadows Nature Reserve as part of the 

extensive strategic open space which is proposed 

as part of the development on Land East of 

Greens Farm Lane. Essentially, this involves 

other key stakeholders, such as the Local 

Authority and Natural England, and CEG is trying 

to facilitate a meeting with all parties in order to 

progress the work undertaken to date.   

 

This is reassuring but we proceed with a co-

operative spirit and with caution too. If we feel 

that the design becomes more of a threat to the 

wildlife on Mill Meadows than a benefit then we 

would have to change who we work with.    

But the intention is clearly stated for now that the 

Extension will happen.  As to when - firstly, the 

Basildon Borough Local Plan has to be approved, 

and this is currently being examined by a 

Planning Inspector. This examination is expected 

to take until October when there will be an 

examination in public.  News has recently broken 

of a potential further ‘short delay’ as well, whilst 

The Council tries to address problems with 

pollution on the A127.    

 

So it will probably be 2020 before the Local Plan 

is at a stage where CEG have sufficient 

confidence that they will get permission to 

develop the land, and are therefore able to invest 

further in the Extension.  Watch this space.   

You can also keep up with progress on the Local 

Plan at the website:  

https://www.billericayactiongroup.org.uk/  or the 

Facebook page Save Billericay from Housing 

Developments.  If you have any comments please 

get in touch –  

neilsumner123@aol.com  

  

http://www.millmeadows.org.uk/
https://www.billericayactiongroup.org.uk/
mailto:neilsumner123@aol.com
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Heritage Lottery Fund Project 

– update by Neil Sumner 
Since the last Newsletter we have completed the 

installation of the waymarks, the cattle tracker 

aerial and a new lectern in Oakfield and made 

some refurbishments to the notice cabinets.    

The Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF) have now 

discharged us. Our Project Administrator, Tanya, 

submitted our final Progress Report last month 

and we have received our final payment. The total 

grant we received was £59,292.00 which includes 

VAT. Once again I thank Tanya for her hard work 

in meeting the onerous demands off reporting to 

the HLF.  

 

The only work remaining is the installation of the 

cycle hoops for which we still await permission 

from Essex County Council, after we provided 

more detail on the proposed installation. There 

are improvements that can be made in many 

areas including the footpaths, website and map 

installations and there are some residual funds for 

these.  We will also be testing the cattle tracker 

coverage (Red Poll panto costume not 

necessary) to see if there are any indictable 

hiding places on the Reserve.   

 

Wildflowers and herbs walk 
On the 15th June 20 people met at the Sun 

corner entrance to Mill Meadows without knowing 

quite what to expect. We had been promised a 

talk by Anna Dutch about herbs, their associated 

folklore, name origins, superstitions and possible 

medicinal uses. Some ancient Greek and Roman 

history and other historical anecdotes to be 

included! A herb is defined as a useful plant 

whereas a weed, which can also be a herb, is 

simply a plant growing in the wrong place! Anna 

is a qualified medicinal herbalist who trained in a 

laboratory using herbs from brown bottles but had  

broadened her knowledge by foraging for items in 

the wild. Her passion and enthusiasm for the 

subject was apparent from the start as she 

explained that all plants must be treated with 

respect and should not be picked unless you 

have the landowner’s permission and if the plants 

have magical properties it may be necessary to 

negotiate with the pixies and fairies. Remember 

that even common plants may be rare locally. 

Only forage herbs where you are confident of the 

identification. There are plants growing locally 

that contain deadly toxins even in small doses 

and have no antidote. Start with a small dosage 

and respond to any allergic reactions. 

Different parts of the plant are used including 

roots, shoots, leaves, flowers and fruits. The 

hawthorn tree is especially magical and nearly all 

parts of the tree are used. With other trees or 

plants only certain extracts might be applied 

externally as a lotion or poultice and other parts 

taken internally. Some herbs could have different 

effects on individuals as our bodies can extract 

differing chemical parts of the compounds. A 

small amount could be a stimulant but a larger 

dose of the same herb could have a negative 

effect and in some cases be carcinogenic. People 

with allergies or are on existing prescribed 

medication should always take special 

precautions. The origins of many prescribed 

medicines are from herbs.  Note that using herbs 

available over the counter also has risks e.g. St 

John’s wort cannot be taken with some 

prescribed drugs.  

Anna compared the walk to painting a picture 

where you begin with a wash coat before applying 

the finer detail and today we should let the topic 

wash over us and not to concentrate on the 

details. Everyday examples of herbal medicine 

ranged from rose hip syrup (a government 

initiative to provide vitamin C when fresh fruit was 

unavailable after the second World War) to 

aspirin that is derived from willow leaves.  

http://www.millmeadows.org.uk/
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Even the humble nettle and brambles have 

beneficial qualities. Recommendations were 

given for herbal teas, salads and smoothies. 

Herbs are associated with treating different parts 

of the body from the brain, heart, blood and blood 

vessels, liver, kidneys, lungs, urinary complaints, 

skin conditions, nutrition and more. A medicinal 

herbalist will take a holistic approach to a 

patient’s illness, treating the underlying cause of 

disease rather than just the symptoms. 

Despite walking only a small part of the meadows 

there was a wealth of information supplied. Anna 

was amazed at the range of plants that she found 

at Mill Meadows.  Below is a list of the key plants 

that she observed on the day:  

Lesser Stitchwort Red Clover 

Hawkweed  Sorrel  

Germander  Speedwell 

Brambles  Honeysuckle 

Goosegrass  Heath Spotted Orchids 

Tormentil   Dog Rose 

Corky Fruited Water Dropwort 

Horsetail  Wood Sage 

Knapweed   Ribwort  

Selfheal   Stinging Nettle 

Yarrow   Red Campion 

Marsh Thistle   Cuckoo Flower 

St John’s Wort  Brooklime  

Dock 

Betony 

Anna Dutch is based in the Peak District National Park 

and holds organized walks that include herbal 

refreshments and foraging for ingredients to make a 

tea. She can be contacted via: 

Phone:  0770 220 9869 

hopevallyherbs@icloud.com 

Or book online through 

Airbnb Experiences: https://abnb.me/Ks1DfbjjXT 

What’s new? 
If you recently walked through the meadows you might 

wonder where all the birds have gone. Now that  it is 

midsummer they are busy with their young fledglings 

and their song would alert predators to their location as 

they skulk in the lush growth hunting for insects and 

seeds. However another movement catches my eyes, 

the summer brood of butterflies has hatched and 

meadow browns’ bouncing flight is a common sight in 

the long grass. More species of butterfly seen include 

ringlets, skippers, blues, commas and an occasional 

small heath and a singleton marbled white.  

More of nature’s sounds replaced the absent bird 

song, not the beat of a hundred butterflies wings nor 

the creak of the bracken as it races to reach the sky 

above. Instead the crickets and grasshoppers are 

calling and bees are buzzing lazily from flower to 

flower.  

Obvious man made changes include the felling of 

some of the large sycamore at the field gate between 

Butchers and entering into Watts (see below). 

 

Further along the same path in Greens eagle-eyed 

arboriculturists may notice some recently planted 

young trees that are native to the area but not known 

in Mill Meadows. The wild service leaf (left) is similar 

shaped to the nearby guelder rose and the sycamore. 

The purging buckthorn leaf (right) is a food source for 

the brimstone butterfly. 

Ken Williamson June 2019 

http://www.millmeadows.org.uk/
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