Wilwell Cutting was originally dug in 1894/96 for the Great Central Railway route from London to Manchester via Leicester and Nottingham, with the first trains running in 1898. This stretch was abandoned in 1965 as part of the Beeching cuts. Proposed as a landfill site during the 1970`s, a public campaign blocked this and in 1979 it was declared a SSSI. In 1982 Rushcliffe Borough Council bought it from British Rail for £6,300. The World Wildlife Fund provided £4,000 of this on condition that the site was leased to NWT for 99 years at a peppercorn rent. 

The reserve is one of  very few SSSI`s in Rushcliffes and a prime wildflower site with over 250 species recorded in 20 years, there are also records of  93 species of bird  (including 30 resident/seasonaly resident), 20 species of butterfly and 126 of moth, 47 different grasses and much, much more within it`s 20 acre area.

POST ONE - THE HIDDEN VALLEY
The rabbit proof fence around the reserve is intended to prevent the inmates from escaping into the adjacent farmland. This is enlightened self interest, not only acting as a good neighbour, but encouraging the rabbits to eat the grass. Unfortunately the local rabbit population do not seem very prolific; why is unclear.  A small crop of coltsfoot (dandelion type flower), found by the gate, is one of the first signs of spring.

Above you on the left is a plantation, created in 1982, which is also part of the reserve and is a mixture of ash, oak, field maple, elm and silver birch. During the late 1990`s this was thinned out and we are now introducing a system of rotational coppicing,  leaving a proportion of trees to grow on. The coppice stumps will regenerate and over many years introduce a mosaic of micro habitats which will attract a greater range of birds and insects. The micro habitats are formed from the mixture of height levels under the trees,  open areas to attract ground flora colonisation; and the introduction of decaying wood. 

POST TWO - THE UPPER MEADOW
You are now below ground level. From this point the path runs along a wide shelf which gradually slopes down to track level at the far end of the reserve. The shelf was dug out to provide material for embankments on other parts of the track. Traces of the rail track laid to move the spoil out can be seen in the regular undulations along the path.

The coarse dry grassland in this area contains numerous anthills, a sign that the area has not been disturbed now for many years; as  the yellow meadow ants prefer open sunny areas. Also a lady who played in the Cutting in the 1940`s recalls railway workers scything the area. The ant hills are used by the rabbit fraternity  and the acidic nature of their droppings may well be one reason why the hills tend to have a noticeably different flora (sticky mouse ear, cut leaved cranesbill and thale cress) to the surrounding ground. In May the area will have a fine crop of meadow saxifrage (white flower), one of the few sites in Nottinghamshire where they can be found.

Signs of clawing and digging indicate hills that have been attacked by rabbits looking for roots, foxes looking for worms and woodpeckers after the ants ! The grassland will also be inhabited by a variety of small mammals including mice, voles and shrews; these in turn attract predators such as stoats and weasels plus hunting birds. Also note the criss cross tracks through the grassland made by larger mammals.

POST THREE - VIEW OVER THE MARSH
The marsh and pond below are another important habitat type. In the summer Sedge Warbler and Reed Bunting can be seen. Cotton Grass grows amongst the Rushes and Sedges.

Behind you is a line of Hawthorn trees. These were thinned out in 1998. Visually this opens up the meadow, however the reason for their removal was more practical. A number of trees were infected with Fireblight and their removal and burning is intended to control the disease. During July you will see the distinctive Stjohns wort in flower (yellow).

POST FOUR – GREEN-WINGED ORCHID PATCH
Beyond the thin line of hawthorn trees the character of the grassland has noticeably changed, with much poorer soils supporting a far less vigorous community of grasses. The hawthorn thicket that covered the area was cleared in the early 1980`s, but we have to put a lot of effort into preventing the hawthorn, bramble and briar reclaiming it.

This effort is justified by the wide diversity of flora that is attracted to the low fertility soil and poorer grass cover. Species include field forget-me-knot, centuary, yellow-wort, fairy flax and wild carrot. The big success story are the green-winged orchids. Before clearance this was a small colony, but now many hundreds flower in this area each year from late April to late May. It is very noticeable that the meadow saxifrage found in the richer grassland between Post 2 and 3 are rarely found in the poorer area between Post 3 and 4, whilst the exact reverse is true for the green-winged orchids.

Also taking advantage of the thin soil is a species of lichen, related to the reindeer moss found in Lapland, that has also noticeably increased in area during the 1990`s. During the summer it looks pale grey and dead on the ground, but in late winter it turns pale green and is obviously alive.

On the Eastern bank there is a geological exposure showing the layers of rock and soil stretching back through the area`s history. Rabbits and foxes prefer to excavate the drier ground under the harder rock (skerry) about two thirds of the way up the bank.

POST FIVE - HAWTHORN SCRUB WOODLAND
Hawthorn scrub has come to dominate here. However Fireblight has considerably thinned out the canopy and allowed a previously bare woodland floor to green up. It is thought that most of the flora came from the seed bank and represents the sort of species found prior to the scrubbing over. This includes nettle, field and wood forget-me-knot, hedge woundwort, square stemmed willow herb and early dog violet, but also green alkanet and beaked hawksbeard that have not been found elsewhere on the reserve. To your left is a thriving example of wild privet.

In winter a variety of birds including blackbirds, thrushes, redwings and fieldfares use the area for roosting. In the late 1980`s large flocks of starlings caused considerable damage with their droppings; these were eventually dissuaded from returning by the daily banging of tin trays ! These roosts inevitably attract predators such as sparrowhawks and kestrels and the remains of plucked feathers reveal the identity of the victims. In one case at least a aparrowhawk was seen attacking a Jackdaw.

POST SIX - PURGING BUCKTHORN TREE
Directly beyond this post is the only known example of buckthorn on the reserve. It is important not only for itself, but it is the food plant for the caterpillar of the bright yellow brimstone butterfly seen flying in spring in small numbers. Unfortunately the tree has pulled at it`s roots and tipped over, so much of the crown has been removed to stabilize it. The tree so far has survived such radical surgery, but attempts to grow fresh saplings from cuttings have not met with success.

The area to the right was cleared of Hawthorn in the late 1980`s to form a clearing. However the oak, ash, elm and field maple trees that were left are gradually shading the clearing again. They illustrate a further stage in natural regeneration as the scrub woodland will in time be replaced by the larger, more vigorous trees of mature woodland. The large crop of nettles in the clearing are managed for the benefit of butterflies and moths, as a large number of species (including red admiral, peacock and tortoiseshell) use these as a food plant for their caterpillars. The clearing also has a colony of  sweet violets (March) that has survived the opening up and recently founded a new colony near Post Five. 

Changes in air quality have seen the reappearance of Lichens (an ancient and primitive life form). These are the pale green growths on the trees in the clearing, usually colonizing areas of the trunk that will catch moisture. 

POST SEVEN - WOODLAND CLEARING
The clearing was opened when the  path was cut through in the early 1980`s and is maintained to provide sheltered conditions favoured by butterflies. In the late summer Peacock and Red Admiral are attracted to the nectar rich pink flowers of the Hemp Agrimony.  The original seat was installed in 1986, but had to be replaced in 1994 when it disappeared.

The clearing was further extended in 1998 and 1999, creating a large bay. This area is very damp in contrast to the front of the clearing. At the back of the clearing on the embankment we discovered a fine colony of ferns.

Below is an area of marsh that was opened up in 1999 by cutting back additional willow. In this area there are field horsetails, whose larger ancestors provided the “trees” during the ages of the Dinosaur and created much of the fossil fuel reserves of the world. In August the glade is a favoured hunting ground for brown hawker Dragonflies.

POST EIGHT - THE BUTTERFLY GLADE
The second clearing seems a particular favourite of the July crop of butterflies - meadow brown, gate keeper, ringlet, small skipper and essex skipper. The grass verge contains a wide variety of wild flowers including ox-eye daisy, knapweed, clovers, birdsfoot trefoil, common vetch and the occasional southern marsh orchid. 

Every Autumn the Trust will mow the year`s grass growth and rake it off. This reduces the amount of fertility that returns to the ground and thereby reduces the likelihood of the most vigorous species completely dominating the area.

Summer visitors include Willow Warblers and Blackcaps. In winter Bullfinches, Redpolls and Blue Tits extract seeds high in the Silver Birch, whilst Robins forage at ground level. Mixed parties of Long Tailed and Willow Tits also pass through.

Below, the marsh area is dominated by Lesser Pond Sedge and Greater Reed Mace.

POST NINE - THE HAUNTED WOOD
 The shade is a lovely contrast on a hot sunny day, but in the evening as dusk falls there is a definite gloomy feel. Note how the incline has now brought you down to track level. In very wet winters the path is often the only part of this area not under water (but only just !). There is plenty of soft mud, which occasionally attracts Woodcock, Snipe and Water Rail in the colder winter months. Again this emphasizes the importance of habitat variety.

Whilst the ground flora is much poorer it contains species such as Enchanter`s Nightshade (first recorded in 1999),  Tutsan,  Broad Buckler and Male Fern. The Bluebells seen in the spring are Spanish and have been introduced by persons unknown !

POST TEN - BRIDGE OVER RIVER WILWELL
Once in a while water does flow under the footbridge, and during a wet winter you may hear the sound of running water as springs run from the cutting`s wall.

Several rare species of Sphagnum moss grew here in earlier years , but have since disappeared. Probably fertilizer washed down from the fields made the soil too rich. Although very shaded flowers still maintain a foothold. Around you are  Red Campion, Herb Robert and White Violet. In 1995 Pendulous Sedge was identified as growing here for the first time (on the right just over the bridge). Along the path it is worth looking out for the very aptly named speckled wood butterfly, that seems to be contiously in flight from spring through to autumn.

POST ELEVEN - THE RAILWAY TRACK
Look carefully to the left and right before emerging, you may spot foxes or rabbits, particularly just before dusk. It is hard to believe, but you are standing on the remains of a twin track main railway line and an inch or so below your feet is the remains of that track bed. The southern boundary fence of the reserve is to your left and beyond it the track running into Ruddington has been restored to agricultural use. 

Twenty years ago the area in front of you was a grassy area studded with hawthorn bushes and it`s evolution into shaded scrub woodland is a potent illustration of what Wilwell would become without active management.

To your right the line of the track stretches down towards the Blue Bridge, through the distinctive avenue of Silver Birch.  As you walk down to Post 12 note on your right the stand of distinctive tall, square stemmed Green Figwort (July) plants and the ubiquitous purple Germander Speedwell (June) nestling on the ground around them.

POST TWELVE - DIVERSION TO THE COWSLIP GLADE
By Post 12 you will occasionally see a shaggy ink cap fungus.

Further along the path the Cowslip glade is surrounded by mature Hawthorn and is mown each Autumn with the cuttings removed in order to encourage the spring flowers. In March a swathe of  sweet violets (both purple and white) spread under the hawthorn canopy and spill out into the glade; the start of spring. These are followed by numerous cowslips and yellow cellandine and ground ivy.

But by early summer the spring residents will have been swamped by hogweed, red campion, tansy and ox-eye daisy. During the 1990`s southern marsh orchid also started to colonize the glade. The hogweed is becoming predominant in the area and may cause a change in the management regime, perhaps mowing in the mid-summer before it sets seed.

POST THIRTEEN - THE LOWER MEADOW
Walking out of the glade you reach the lower meadow (damp neutral grassland), a most important part of the reserve,  but originally this was railway sidings. It provides a diverse and colourful display of flowers and their attendant insects throughout the summer months. 

Scattered throughout the meadow are knapweed, great burnet, yellow rattle (semi-pasrasitic on grasses) and meadow buttercups. In 1999 the common spotted orchid reappeared after an absence of a decade. But in June this southern end of the area is dominated by the purple southern marsh orchid. In 2001 over 1,400 flower spikes were counted on the reserve, a return to numbers recorded in the 1980`s. In 1997 the drought had reduced the count to 86 flower spikes. The species rich grassland is dotted with ant hills and a wide variety of grasses grow in this area. This is a crucial, as the grasses are even more important than flowers in  supporting a wide diversity of insects..

POST FOURTEEN - THE TRACKBED HABITAT
The recolonisation of the track since the rails were removed in 1973 has been rapid. The poor stony ground created by the ballast forms another habitat type on the site, referred to as “Ruderal”. Plants such as red bartsia, yellow-wort (distictive with a yellow flower and pale green leaves), common centuary (pink), birdsfoot trefoil and fairy flax are well established, as well as mosses and lichens and of course the prevalent daisy.  The limey element of the ballast accounts for the presence of bee orchid and eyebright.

However nature very rarely stays constant and the soil is gradually becoming richer along the track. You will notice little islands of green dotted along the track and  it is noticeable that flowers such as meadow saxifrage are starting to colonise. In 2000 the broad-leaved helliborine (woodland edge orchid) was recorded for the first time on the reserve.

Silver Birch is a noted early woodland colonizer and we fight a constant battle to prevent the prolific birch seedlings taking over the whole of the track. The distinctive Birch corridor was not planted, but is the accidental product of the track`s management by the railway and later by the Trust leaving  the mature trees that are such a feature of the walk.

POST A - THE NEW(ISH) MARSH AREA

In the winter of 1994 the willow growing to your right was cut, opening up the area to sunlight and triggering the seed bank, dormant for perhaps 20 years. Celery- leaved and creeping buttercup grew rapidly in the spring of 1995. But more encouraging was the appearance of cuckoo flower in numbers. A few had previously been recorded elsewhere on the site,  but never in numbers. The trend continued with the appearance of marsh marigold, water figwort (distinctive square stems) and water plantain, also appearing was ragged robin, not found elsewhere on the site.

The area to the left of the post was opened up in 1996 by British Trust for Conservation Volunteers. The area is being maintained on a four year rotation as each year a section of willow regrowth is removed. Besides keeping the area open, the variations in heights created by the rotation will maximize the range of invertebrates supported. 

FIELD GATE TO THE LOWER MEADOW
The species rich grassland that has developed in this area is one of the crucial habitats on the reserve and it`s maintenance is a very high priority. The railway probably abandoned it before the Second World War and a local informed us that the railway ploughed it sometime in the 1940`s to improve drainage. It is certainly very rutted and difficult to walk on. Over the years nature has reclaimed it and it now supports green-wing orchid, meadow saxifrage, lesser stichwort, bugle and a wide range of flora. In July keep an eye out for the lumbering flight of the five and six spot burnet moths which is one of the one of few day flying moths.

Controlling the scrub and containing the more vigorous grasses has been a long running battle. Too rough for machinery, too large to tackle by hand, the ideal management of grazing proved  unattainable for nearly 20 years. Thus from 1980 the Trust have used a three year rotational burn to provide some control. Such a regime was damaging to insects, but less so than the loss of the open habitat to scrub. Burning was a continuation of an old railway practice that kept the area clear during the 50`s and 60`s.

However in 2000 the area was fenced off and the Trust`s “Flying Flock” of Hebredian sheep have taken up the cudgels. It is hoped that a controlled grazing regime, from late summer and through into the winter, will help keep the meadow open. The sheep here are an outpost of the flock, whose primary role is heath land restoration in Nottinghamshire.

MAIN POND AREA
The whole of this pond is very shallow (under one foot deep) and relies on surface drainage and for most of the 1990`s has been a seasonal pond perhaps being dry for up to  6 months each year . Such conditions create a particular kind of habitat; whilst ruling out species such as fish etc, it is still possible for frogs to breed in numbers, and the pond  supports at least two species of water snail, which survive by “hibernating” below the dried out mud. In 2001 this changed with the ponds being full throughoput the year, possibly due to a rising water table. If this continues to be the case then we may expect a return to conditions found in the 1980`s with for example breeding dragonflies to return to the site.

POST FIFTEEN - THE ENBANKMENT CLOSE`S IN
At the end of the meadow the steep bank is covered in brambles and hawthorn, which provides cover for our small surface dwelling population of rabbits. The more extensive burrow dwelling population was wiped out by disease and the local fox population plus the odd poacher keep numbers down. Which is unfortunate as a decent rabbit population would assist in grazing the meadows ! Watch out for coal tits along the woodland edge. 

POST SIXTEEN - THE END OF THE LINE
The raised walk way was constructed to provide all weather access as the trackbed below it gets water logged in winter. Indeed if the adjacent pond floods for a few weeks you may see water fowl swimming about on it ! This area is also a good spot for southern marsh orchids. Where the path turns towards the incline is a fine honeysuckle slope, providing a beautiful aroma in mid summer. In July/August also keep an eye open for the distinctive Banded Demoselle damselfly.

Beyond the Blue Bridge (built purely for farm access) the reserve ends at the Ring Road bridge, which you may be able to just glimpse through the vegetation. This area can get very water logged and further down is in effect a marsh.

POST SEVENTEEN - AN INCLINATION TO GEOLOGY
The incline was created to provide vehicle access to the track, but it also exposed part of the geology of the Trent valley. 

Predominately Keuper Marl (or Mercia) mudstones, with a thin green band of Skerry, this strata was laid down some 200 million years ago in a vast shallow lake. As Britain was then much nearer the equator, the terrain was probably similar to the Middle East now. Being freshwater there are few fossils, however its slightly alkaline makeup helps to attract the lime loving plants found on the site today.

Note: A skerry is a band of fine sandstone or siltstone within a  mudstone or shale formation. It's a term which seems mainly to be used about these pale sandy/silty bands in the Mercia Mudstone in our area. Individual skerries do not extend over large areas and locally thicken and thin. They were probably formed in channels in the extensive mudflats that gave rise to the mudstones.
Curiously the water logged conditions in some areas of the site have reversed this, leaching out nutrients and creating acidic areas. Again this attracts different communities and illustrates the importance of habitat diversity even within a 20 acre site.

If you look closely at the exposure you will see it is peppered with small holes. These are the work of miner bees, although they do not seem to have used the area recently.

Hopefully this guide has given you a brief insight into the diverse range of species found in Willwell Farm Cutting and goes someway to explain why it is A Site of Specail Scientific Interest and well worth the time and effort put into it`s management and protection by the Trust staff and volounteers. For more information about Wilwell Farm Cutting visit web site http://dyne.members.beeb.net

