
 

 
Management of hay meadows and pasture at Deer Park Farm  
 
Deer Park Farm is a 47 ha farm with 24 fields 
of unspoilt neutral grassland hay meadows. 
Over 350 species of plants have been 
recorded from the entire holding, including 
wet woodland along the river valley, and the 
fields are alive with butterflies, moths, 
grasshoppers, crickets and many other 
invertebrates. In 2015, Deer Park Farm won 
the ‘Meadow Maker of the Year’ Award for 
England.  
 
Over 16 ha of the grassland are exceptionally 
good, ancient grassland, which was too steep 
or too difficult to agriculturally improve, and 
the rest is relatively species-rich and 
becoming more so every year through careful 
management. Every field has a different 
balance of species, depending on their 
aspect, soil and historical use. Key species are 

green-winged orchids (there are many 
thousands each year, and they are found in 
most fields), five other orchid species, 
pepper-saxifrage, pale sedge, devil's-bit 
scabious and corky-fruited water-dropwort. 
Several very steep, north-facing fields have 
many thousand primroses and violets 
flowering in spring. Invertebrates include the 
grizzled skipper and violet oil beetle, and the 
grassland supports a wealth of birdlife 
including the lesser whitethroat, kingfisher, 
skylark and, in winter woodcock. Some of the 
meadows are regionally important for 
grassland fungi, with up to 17 waxcap species, 
including the pink ballerina waxcap, and 
many spindles, corals and earthtongues. Deer 
Park Farm is designated a County Wildlife Site 
and is being considered for a Site of Special 
Scientific Interest (SSSI).  
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John Whetman and Audrey Compton bought 
the farm in 2000: “the real value of our 
grasslands is that there are so many little 
fields in which large numbers of so many 
species can be seen - older people tell us that 
it feels like going back to their childhood.” 
John worked in horticulture until his 
retirement and has been involved with Devon 
Farming and Wildlife Advisory Group for over 
30 years and the Devon Hedge Group for 
about 15 years. Audrey was a dairy farmer for 

25 years and then a Countryside Ranger for 15 
years. Both over-lapped their full-time jobs 
with their first 7 years at Deer Park Farm, 
making it a rather busy time, but financially 
essential.  
 
Audrey explains why they have so many 
visitors to their meadows “Because of our 
past experience, managing the farm for 
wildlife and sharing it with others is second 
nature! Every year, about 30 groups visit - 
around 475 people. We have a wide range of 
groups, running anything from Natural 
England staff courses to project-based visits 
from local schools. Our visitors always give us 
new ideas and enthusiasm! We are currently 
involved in a local initiative to 'colour our 
verges' - providing wildflower walks and seed 
gathering sessions for our local community 
with the hope to encourage low-cost natural 
gardens, open spaces and verges that are 
'owned', cared for and enjoyed by local 
people.”  
 
John and Audrey both have extensive 
knowledge of grassland and farm 
management, and when asked what steps 
they have taken to manage their land they 
were generous with their knowledge: “We 
have used our knowledge of stock farming and 
habitat management to: 

 make species lists for our fields - if we 
don't know what is there, we can't look 
after it! 

 farm without fertilisers or pesticides 
(apart for tiny quantities for scrub 
control) and to control worms/ other 
parasites using mixed grazing and the 
least harmful medicines available. 

 find the best stocking levels for our 
farm and to have the best balance of 
stock. We have found that our 
pastures need more cattle 'units' than 
sheep 'units' to keep the flowers 
looking their best and manage the 
grasses, but small fluctuations in 
stocking levels can also increase 
diversity. 

 make our fields stock proof with good 
hedges, providing more and better 
habitat for wildlife.  

 use seed from our best fields to return 
more diversity to others.  
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 control bracken, bramble and other 
problem vegetation by topping and 
cattle grazing. 

 and then we've invited everyone, 
especially naturalists and farmers, to 
visit and share their knowledge with 
us. 

Although we are in Higher Level Stewardship 
(HLS), which helps to pay for very specific 
management prescriptions, we do go above 
and beyond the scheme management.” 
 
Since John and Audrey have managed the 
meadows they have noticed an increase in 
breeding skylarks from 2 to 4-5 pairs, which 
has partly been a result of not grazing the 
fields between January and hay-making in 
July. Also, indicator species, like green-
winged orchids and waxcap fungi, have 
increased and spread. However, the 
management has not always been plain 
sailing. When John and Audrey first bought 
the site, nine of the fields have lost much of 
their botanical diversity. Around the year of 
1985, three hayfields had been ploughed for a 
single crop of barley, three had been planted 
with bulbs for cut flowers and three had been 
planted with Christmas trees. Fortunately, 
none of these fields had been sprayed and 
their soil seed banks were relatively intact 
helping the rehabilitation of species-rich 
grassland.  

The meadows are grazed carefully to allow 
different fields to set seed each year. This 
management practice is easier for hay 
meadows than pastures, as hay is usually cut 
after much of the seed has shed, whilst wild 
flowers in grazed pastures do not often 
manage to set seed. However, at Deer Park 
Farm, some seed set has been achieved in 
lightly grazed pasture with cattle (but no 
sheep!). Sometimes hard grazing has been 
needed to reduce tussocks and brambles, and 
occasionally a small amount of livestock 
'poaching'  is allowed to create opportunities 
for seeds to germinate - but only as long as 
this does not damage the soil structure. Seed 
from species-rich areas has been broadcasted 
on poorer fields to restore them. 
 
 “We have massive, medieval Devon hedge-
banks which we have been restoring and they 
provide habitats for a huge range of small 
mammals, birds, and invertebrates. There is a 
high population of mice and voles as well as 
dormice - and seven species of bats were 
recorded on the farm in 2015. We have bat 
tiles in our roof as well as bat boxes, bird 
boxes and dormouse boxes around our hedges 
and woodlands, providing resting places for 
creatures that also use our meadows. A friend 
rings birds here and this has given us a much 
better understanding of bird populations and 
their favourite habitats. We have made bee 
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homes and we grow early pollen and nectar 
sources in our garden - where we make use of 
the bees pollinating our vegetable and fruit 
crops. Every year we run mini-beast safaris 
for families/schools which is an opportunity 
for us to find more species, look at them 
closely and understand them.” says Audrey. 
 
The future for Deer Park Farm is to continue 
with the current ‘traditional’ grassland 
management as this is working well. For the 
first time in 2016, John and Audrey used 
pasture fields which had been left to seed for 
cattle 'foggage'. This was strip-grazed, using 
an electric fence, in September and October. 
Unfortunately, this left a trampled, rather 
than a nibbled, pasture and there were not as 
many grassland fungi as usual in these fields, 
but this might also have been related to 
weather conditions as 2016 was considered a 
poor year for fruiting waxcaps. The fungi are 
still present in the soil and sometimes do not 
fruit for several years, so it is hoped that they 
will be back in abundance in 2017.  
 
 

Audrey explains a novel wedding anniversary 
present they gave each other in 2015: “We 
asked a local entomologist to carry out a 
survey of meadow invertebrates for us, to 
help us to understand the needs of beetles 
and other under-recorded wildlife!” They are 
always looking at ways to increase the 
number of visitors to their farm: “We would 
like to be able to attract small groups (up to 
8) to stay in our farm cottage for special 'free 
working weeks' - providing 20 or so hours 
help/week with habitat management in 
return for accommodation, ID instruction and 
some home-grown food. We will continue to 
help local people to create wildflower 
meadows, gardens, churchyards, school 
wildflower patches, verges and other open 
spaces, by providing free ID walks, seeds, 
advice and surveys. And we've set-up a 
Facebook page for Deer Park Farm so that a 
growing number of local people can see what 
is going on and maybe get involved with 
hands-on habitat management. Our 16 years 
here have been incredibly exciting - and it's 
getting even better as more people become 
interested in the magic of meadows!” 
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