
 

 
Restoration of a lowland meadow by a community group 
 
Francesca’s Meadow at Preston Montford Field 
Study Centre near Shrewsbury was created to 
celebrate the life of local ecologist Francesca 
Griffith who died in January 2014. The aim 
was to turn an area of semi-improved 
grassland into a traditionally managed 
wildflower-rich hay meadow to enhance local 
biodiversity and to be used as an educational 
resource by the field centre and local groups.  
 
The meadow was the runner-up in the Save 
Our Magnificent Meadows ‘Meadow Maker of 
the Year’ award in 2016. The development of 
the meadow involved many friends, 
neighbours and colleagues of Francesca and 

her partner Mike Ashton who set up the 
Friends of Francesca’s Meadow group. They 
continue to be involved in the management 
and the grassland is open to visitors. 
 
Mike explains the beginning of the process: 
“Before we began, we carried out a botanical 
survey which showed that the grassland was 
dominated by vigorous grasses including 
cock’s-foot, meadow foxtail, Yorkshire fog, 
meadow grass and common bent. Pignut was 
also present, which suggested the 
impoverished diversity was due to minimalist 
management rather than it being 
agriculturally improved.” 
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The work to enhance the wildflowers in the 
meadow began in the summer of 2014 with 
the cutting and baling of the grass for hay by 
a local farmer. An evening working party was 
held by Friends of Francesca’s Meadow to 
rake away the remaining vegetation. 
Following advice from Ian Trueman, Professor 
of Botany at Wolverhampton University, the 
grassland was divided into six plots: three of 
these plots were treated with Glyphosate, 
and three were untreated. This was done to 
reduce the competition with the grasses and 
enable the wildflower seed to get a foothold.  
 
After a suitable period to let the glysophate 
work and dissipate, a second working party 
evening was held. Around 40 volunteers 
helped to strew six large round bales of green 
hay across the whole meadow. This got the 
wildflowers off to a fantastic start with a 
locally sourced, biologically diverse seed 
bank. The species-rich green hay was donated 
by Severn Gorge Countryside Trust from the 
high-quality Ropewalk and Wilderness 
Meadows in Coalbrookdale (MG5 common 
knapweed and crested dog’s-tail grassland 
under the National Vegetation Classification). 
A third working evening was held and 
volunteers raked-up and removed the excess 
hay, thereby loosening any seed that had 
been trapped in pods adding more to the 
meadow. At this point the area was fenced 
off with access gates and the meadow was 
aftermath-grazed with sheep from a local 
shepherd.  
 
After only one year, the results were very 
promising with an increased cover of 
wildflowers, including significant amounts of 
yellow rattle and eyebright. Cowslips 
flowered for the first time in at least twenty 
years. The Friends group undertook further 
cutting and raking work parties in 2015, 
including learning how to scythe. “Around 
three quarters of the meadow was cut and A family hay-making © Friends of Francesca’s Meadow 
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Buttercups in the sprayed-off area in 2014 © Friends of 
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The initial survey of the meadow © Friends of Francesca’s 
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baled by hand using scythes and a wooden 
hand-baler, developed from an idea from 
Shropshire-based Caring for God’s Acre 
project. The baler was made by Neill Mappes, 
a local woodworker and friend of Francesca” 
says Mike. “A local farmer baled the 
remaining hay and once again it was 
aftermath-grazed by a local shepherd’s flock. 
In 2016 the sward is showing many yellow 
rattle plants and more cowslips so we are 
hopeful of even better results in the years to 
come.” 
 
Preston Montford Field Study Centre has an 
excellent record of teaching thousands of 
students of all ages, backgrounds and 
abilities. “From the beginning, we wanted 
this to be a meadow for nature conservation, 
an educational resource and for the local 
community. We involved as many experts as 
possible to make sure the meadow was 
managed using the most up to date scientific 
thinking, whilst making the process accessible 
and engaging. The oak-framed interpretation 
panel, made by Neill and I, was installed to 
inspire and inform visitors to Preston 
Montford about Francesca and her meadow.” 
says Mike. Masters Degree Students from 
Manchester Metropolitan University have used 
the meadow as the site for their dissertation 
projects, and A-level students have learned 
about meadow management and botanical 
surveying using the meadow as a site and 
source of inspiration.   
 
Communication with the local community is 
mainly via the Francesca’s Meadow Facebook 
site which has brought a huge number and 
range of people to the site: 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/FranMead
ow/. The local community uses this forum to 
promote their work in the meadow and show 
the fun they have learning about wildflower 
identification, hay meadows and how they 
were traditionally managed. Mike highlights  

 
 

 
 

 

Erecting the hand-made interpretation panel © Friends of 
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some of the events that are held in the 
meadow: “Each time we have held an event 
we have asked people to bring along food and 
drink to share and we have had a picnic 
afterwards, as befits Francesca’s sociable 
nature. Children have enjoyed trying out the 
baler and throwing green hay at each other! 
There have been visits by a local photography 
club for macro photography workshops at the 
meadow. Most recently, there was a 
Beginners Guide to Botany tour where 15 
people had an introduction to meadows and 
the plants to be found there.” 
 
There are many future activities planned in 
the meadow including installing a sheltered 
story-telling space to allow reflection and 
conversation about the meadow. There will 
be plant identification and ongoing 
monitoring, installation of habitat piles for 
invertebrates and amphibians, cutting and 
baling work parties and involving the 
community further by running photography 
workshops in the meadow and establishing a 
community allotment adjacent to the 
meadow. In the winter of 2016 some orchard 
trees were planted adjacent to the meadows 
and an allotment area is also being 

developed. An annual corn mix is being sewn 
along one edge, between the meadow and the 
drive up to the FSC buildings. It is hoped that 
Ordnance Survey will add Francesca’s Meadow 
as an annotation to their mapping. 
 

 
 

 

Hot hay © Friends of Francesca’s Meadow 

Fun hay-making © Friends of Francesca’s Meadow 

© Friends of Francesca’s Meadow 
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Wood worker with his hand-baler © Friends of Francesca’s Meadow 


