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Environment: Biodiversity and Ecology: A Description of the Environment 
and Ecology of Horsley and a summary of River Catchment in the Parish

As a result of the difference in elevation of 100 metres between Nailsworth town and 
Horsley, the local climate of the village and environs is much cooler and even then, each 
hamlet, for instance Downend or Washpool, has its own microclimate.  In winter, snow 
lies around the fields, lanes and the flat, farmed ‘tops’ of Horsley Parish much longer 
than in Nailsworth, and the valleys sustain frost pockets.  And in any season, following 
prolonged heavy rain, the sponge-like limestone aquifers fill to capacity, and, above 
ground, clear water gushes out of the hillside springs, sometimes forming small ephem-
eral waterfalls, filling the streams that flow down the valleys separating the hamlets 
and flooding grasslands in the bottoms, for instance at Hartley Bridge.

One of the tributaries runs just north of Nupend, through the valley below Sugley, 
through Tickmorend and Downend to join the Nailsworth Brook south of Mill House. This 
streamlet still supports a territory of Dippers, a river bird that is an ecological indicator 
of high-quality unpolluted water, and a species at the eastern-most edge of its range in 
England.  Another tributary, arises from springs and issues south of Sealey Wood and sep-
arates probably the most incised valley in the parish below Boscombe, meeting the 
Nailsworth Brook in the Horsley & Kingscote Woods close to Sandgrove Cottages.  There 
is yet another streamlet flowing from Barton End onwards to Washpool and into the 
Nailsworth Brook.  Further east, a tributary of Mirey Brook has its source in the valley at 
Upper Lutheridge, and to the east, a spring forms a stream that runs into the Avening 
Brook, outside the Parish. The particular landform – the geology, geography and hydrolo-
gy is thus the precursor of the biodiversity interest in this parish.

As receptor of all these streamlets, it is no surprise that the alluvial ‘bottoms’ along 
Nailsworth Brook are soggy and so support wet woodland, marsh and tall fen vegetation, 
and geologically and biologically important tufa (calcium carbonate) deposits.  The 
power from this stream has been harnessed in the past, mill-ponds created, then fol-
lowed by adaptation into fish-ponds at Horsley Mill.  These open water areas, streams 
and marshy margins provide habitat for Otter, Marsh Tit, Heron, Kingfisher, Grey Wagtail, 
Little Egret, Water-rail, Dabchick, Tufted Duck, Common Toad and possibly still Water-
vole.  

The steeper incised valley sides described above have largely remained agriculturally 
unimproved ‘poor-lands’.  Here can be found a combination of mature woodland, often 
managed for timber, and unimproved grassland.  In spring, Wild Garlic covers the 
wooded slopes on the damper soils and Bluebells colour the drier more southerly slopes 
of these and other woods in the parish. Included is the nationally designated ‘Horsley & 
Kingscote Site of Special Scientific Interest’ (SSSI), an ancient ash-beech woodland ex-
tending all the way from Sandgrove to Kingscote Parish, supporting a unique suite of 
plants and animals, including the Silver-washed Fritillary butterfly.  

The unimproved permanent grasslands, such as those above Downend / Tickmorend, 
support a wide range of wild-flowers and grasses and are still mown for hay.  Cowslips, 
Salad-burnet and the rayed (long-petalled) form of Common Knapweed are among the 
wide range of wildflowers in small fields, still mown for hay, around Tickmorend and 
Wallow Green. These ancient grasslands, some of which are ridge and furrow, are 



amongst the last remaining 2% hay-meadows in Britain, a UK Priority Habitat (CRoW Act).  
Other old grasslands with wildflowers such as Stemless Thistle and Fairy Flax that re-
quire shallow limestone soils can be found in the Boscombe valley and on steep banks in 
the valley south of Sugley. Here, Common Whitethroat, Linnet and Yellow-hammer hold 
territories amongst the scrubby hawthorn.   

To the east and west of the intricately dissected north-south valley and its tributaries is 
the higher elevation Cotswold ‘tops’. The ‘brashy’ stony soils of the plateau are intens-
ively farmed from above Horsley in the west to Chavenage in the east, but even here at 
Ledgemoor, there are hidden tracts of ridge and furrow and steeper calcareous grass-
land.   Large fields support arable and (rotational) pasture-leys, plantation woodlands 
and pheasant shoots. These ‘tops’ are the home to Hare, Red-legged Partridge and with-
in the range of Red Kite, and the dry-stone walls used by Stoat and Weasel.  Large open-
grown trees in the Chavenage valley would suggest that here was once an area of wood-
pasture.  In late summer the interconnected hedgerows and copses of the combined 
plateau and valley landscape are frequented by flocks of finches including Goldfinches 
and Siskin.

The ecological symbol of Horsley’s valleys and hamlets could be said to be the Green 
Woodpecker. Often seen by walkers, and from the outlook of back gardens in Downend, 
this bird is declining in SW England, ( Balmer, DE, Gillings, S, Caffrey BJ, Swann RL, 
Downie IS & Fuller, RJ. Bird Atlas 2007-2011: The breeding and wintering birds of Britain 
and Ireland, BTO, Thetford). 
Green Woodpeckers remain loyal to the same patch year on year, moving less than 1 km. 
They need a subtle mix of permanent, undisturbed (old) pasture and woodland that con-
tains mature trees for hollowing out their nests.  Old pastures, particularly those that 
are south-facing and therefore warm up quickly in spring, provide these birds with the 
anthills in which to find a ready supply of meadow ants, for instance in the meadows 
above Downend. Green Woodpeckers can be considered our flagship species, because if 
they and their mosaic habitat is lost, the intricate landscape character of our valleys 
will also have been destroyed.  

 
The Hay meadow above Downend/Tickmorend is one of only a handful of Gloucestershire’s 
flower-rich hay meadows; an ancient habitat that is also very rare in the UK. There are at least 
46 wildflower and grass species here, (JS pers comm) including Pyramidal and Common Spotted 
Orchid.  The flowers are pollinated by bees and are food for other insects such as butterflies and 
moths. The meadow is maintained by hay cutting and after-math grazing. 


