
ARTHUR’S MEADOW, CAMBS.  

 

This is a small Wildlife Trust reserve of just 0.67 hectares. It is a lowland grassland 

site with several wide ridges and furrows running north-south on calcareous clay. Its 

main interest is botanical and it is an SSSI owing to its species rich composition, with 

plants that are typical of both wet and dry conditions. In National Vegetation 

Classification (NVC) terms, it best equates to crested dog’s-tail - common knapweed 

(Cynosurus cristatus-Centaurea nigra) MG5 type.  

 

 
 

The meadow is bounded by old hedges, consisting mainly of hawthorn (Crataegus 

monogyna), interwoven with bramble (Rubus fruticosus), and with some ash 

(Fraxinus excelsior) standard trees. These hedges are important features in that they 

shield the meadow from the surrounding agricultural land and the busy main road 

running from Huntingdon to Cambridge, the A14, along the northern side. They also 

provide homes for nesting birds, small mammals, butterflies, moths, ladybirds and 

various other insects. 

 



 
 

Several species of orchid grow here, the rarest being the green-winged orchid 

(Anacamptis morio), which was once much more widespread in this kind of habitat in 

southern England. The common spotted orchid (Dactylorhiza fuchsii) grows in good 

numbers and in 2010 over 2,000 flowering plants were counted in June, together with 

several hundred common twayblade (Listera ovata), which is often overlooked due to 

its greenish-yellow flower spikes.  

 

                  
 

In early spring, another green plant, but in this case a fern, adder’s-tongue 

(Ophioglossum vulgatum), with its fleshy leaves and central spike resembling a 

tongue, can be found before the grasses begin to grow taller and overtop the lower –

growing species. adder’s-tongue is normally found in the wetter spots and in the 



furrows. In April the meadow is a mass of yellow when the cowslips (Primula veris) 

flower.  

 

 
 

 
 

Later in the year the various grasses begin to dominate and sweet vernal grass 

(Anthoxanthum odoratum), quaking grass (Briza media), downy oat-grass 

(Helictotrichon pubescens), yellow oat-grass (Trisetum flavescens), red fescue 

(Festuca rubra) and meadow foxtail (Alopecurus pratenis) can all be found. Scatted 

amongst them are the white flowerheads of ox-eye daisy (Leucanthemum vulgare), 

the yellow spikes of the semi-parasitic yellow rattle (Rhinanthus minor) and the 

purple blobs of common knapweed (Centaurea nigra). The knapweed is an important 

late nectar source, along with marsh thistle (Cirsium palustre) and fleabane (Pulicaria 

dysenterica) for hoverflies, bees, wasp, butterflies, moths and beetles. The six-spot 



burnet moth (Zygaena filipendulae) can often be seen resting on the flowerheads in 

July and August.  

 

 
 

For many years the site was lightly grazed by a few cattle or the occasional pony, but 

recently this has not been possible. It is now mown annually in the summer, in order 

to prevent the build-up of dead plant material which would suppress renewed growth. 

In 2010 the old, rambling hedge along the western boundary was partially cleared and 

restocked with locally grown, native hawthorn saplings. Consideration will be given 

to management of the other hedgerows in the coming years, but the tall hedge beside 

the A14 will be maintained for aesthetic purposes and to restrict the noise and 

pollution levels.  

 

Rabbits are being controlled as they have reached high numbers and they are 

constantly digging burrows in the meadow. In early spring they have a severe effect 

on the young shoots and have probably been a factor in the recent low numbers of the 

green-winged orchid, so the orchids have been temporarily protected by cages whilst 

they flower. The rabbits seem to enjoy nibbling off the cowslips heads also. Molehills 

too are very noticeable, especially after winter frosts, but the soil on the mounds 

provides a good area for seed germination. 

 



 
 

 

 

Lynne Farrell 31 March 2011 


