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I dream of a quiet man 

who explains nothing and defends  
nothing but only knows  

where the rarest wildflowers 
are blooming, and who goes 
and finds that he is smiling 

not by his own will  
(Wendell Berry) 

Welcome to the summer, autumn ‘23 newsletter, I have amalgamated the summer 
and autumn into one newsletter this time as with one thing and another the summer 
one got overlooked. Apologies. 

Great news concerning 
the meadows. Lowrie 
Watkins of Gwent 
Wildlife Trust (and some 
volunteers) conducted a 
full floral survey last 
summer and came to the 
convent in September to 
present their findings. 
This map shows our 
existing Local Wildlife 
Sites and the red hatched 
areas that will now be 
added to the register. To 
be given this status, 

these areas must have a minimum of 8 from a list of 50 key indicator species. All the 
new areas easily passed this number with some areas having as many as 20+ indicator 
species. This is due to the Trust’s meadow management scheme. A combination of 
taking the hay once a year, light grazing over winter and a fallow year have resulted in 
the nutrient levels in the land decreasing. This doesn't mean the land is becoming poor, 
but that it is returning to natural levels that are lower than intensively grazed or 
fertilised land. Lower nutrient levels benefit native, less vigorous plants and grasses 
and increased numbers of semi-parasitic plants, such as Yellow Rattle, further the 



decline of the more invasive and dominating grass species.  As a result, we see the 
meadows having shorter, finer grasses along with many flowering native wildflowers. 
Orchids are now present in all these areas along with, for example; Eyebright, 

imperforate St John's Wort, 
Common Cat’s Ear, Bitter 
Vetch, Meadow Vetchling, 
Twayblade and Quaking 
Grass to name only a few. 
The re-emergence of native 
plant species will also 
benefit native bird, insect, 
fungi and mammal species 
that will find better food 
and shelter from these 
plant communities. If you 
would like to see the whole 
presentation, then contact 
M. Katharine or myself and 

it can be forwarded to you by email. It is very interesting reading.  

We are hoping to carry out bird, reptile, mammal and insect surveys in the future to 
add to our growing picture of the land's rehabilitation. 

We held 2 scything courses here this year, one organised by the Monmouthshire 
Meadows group and one organised for our volunteers and GWT staff. What a great 
way to manage meadows!  

Scything offers a much less 
invasive and destructive 
way of cutting grassland 
compared to mechanical 
mowers and strimmers. As 
more plant and animal 
species begin to inhabit our 
meadows I have noticed 
how damaging mechanical 
cutting is: the speed, noise 
and aggressiveness of the 
machines sends insects 
billowing out and smaller 
animals hunker down, 

unable to escape the cutters. Scything is slower and very quiet, it cuts higher and 
mimics natural grazing.  



Collecting the cuttings is easier as the grass is 
laid in neat windrows due to the scythes natural 
cutting arc, as opposed to the scattering of a 
strimmer/mower. It isn’t possible to cut all our 
meadows like this but is great for the smaller 
areas of grassland and orchards. So, where 
possible, we can use this method as we have 6+ 
volunteers as well as me, Sr Joanna and 
Michaela trained. Last month I led a scythe 
demo day for GWT on one of their harder to 
access sites and we cut an acre of mature 
meadow (whilst it rained and hailed) between 
ten people. All participants commented on how 
much better it felt physically and mentally to 
cut this way and what a great way to keep your 
back healthy! A very positive experience. 

The veg garden was pretty successful this year, 
with the new bulk planting beds working well. We had over 50 lbs each (approx) of 
carrots, potatoes and beetroot from the new beds alone. Unfortunately, half of the 
onions bolted early, so the final crop was lower than last year. However, I harvested 
the bolted onions and spent a couple of teary afternoons chopping and bagging them 
for freezing.  

Our main crop potatoes got late blight and the yield from them was fairly small, so I’ll 
be concentrating on early potatoes next year to try to avoid blight.  

The polytunnel gave us lots of peppers, chillies and tomatoes and is now going to be 
home for winter herbs and lettuce and hopefully the watercress beds will keep going 
for a while too. We had a small family of rabbits in there earlier in the year, which took 
some getting out (thanks Risky). So, we had to do some emergency rabbit proofing 
around the doors, so far, no return as yet….fingers crossed!  

Joanna and I are going to reinstate the practice of weighing /recording the produce 
next season so that we can more easily see what overall contribution we are making 
to the kitchen. The yield of dry beans is around 20 lbs this year and Gregg is getting 
through them rapidly, so more of those for next season. Beans are a really good crop, 
reliable to grow, hardy and produce lots of easy-to-store protein, not forgetting the 
proven health benefits to gut health, iron uptake and lowered risk of bowel cancers. 
Magic beans. 



St Teilo’s orchard is coming on well, all the 
trees made it through the dry summer with 
only three of the top grafts not taking. We 
re-grafted these using the bud grafting 
technique, which is, as it sounds, cutting a 
bud from the donor tree and then tucking 
this underneath the bark of the recipient 
tree. These seem to be taking so far. The 
main concern is the squirrels, they love to 
nibble the bark from these young, sweet 
tasting trees and there are LOTS of squirrels this year. I’m hoping for the speedy arrival 
of the pine martens that Gloucester Wild Life Trust released a couple of years ago to 
come and help.  

Other notable wildlife here this year: there are lots more common toads around in the 
polytunnel and veg garden, and a fantastic year for moths and butterflies, which was 
unexpected as the winter and spring was not ideal. Two Peregrine Falcons buzzed us 
for a week or so looking for nesting sites, though I think they moved on. I spotted a 
Goshawk several times in the summer and the regular 4 or 5 Buzzards and a pair of 
Red Kites and a juvenile are regular sights over the convent grounds. Boar are still 
occasional visitors to the stream, where there are several wallows, and they 
occasionally wander further into the meadows for a snuffle. A great addition to the 
native habitual grazing that helps the grasslands thrive, along with several deer species 
that visit us too. Our Barn Owl boxes were checked again this summer…. still empty, 
but signs that they are interested, as some droppings were found beneath the box 
situated on an Ash tree in the parkland meadow. Maybe next year?  

The copse continues to be slowly restored by my monthly group. We are building 
sturdy dead hedging around the coppiced trees and riving poles for making fences, 
tree crates and hedge stakes. I’m hoping to start making some greenwood items with 
the volunteers this winter, we might even get around to a stool or bench. Most of the 
diseased Ash has been cut out now and I am replacing it with Hazel, Lime and Sweet 
Chestnut. In other tree news, I will be collecting 6 varieties of resistant Elm in 
December to plant around the grounds as standards in the hedge lines to start to 
replace the mature Ash that have been removed or are dying. I think it is time for a 
resurgence of this once ubiquitous British tree to our landscapes and am happy to be 
able to support the work of the scientists that have been breeding these new varieties.  
Best wishes, 
 Vijay Rai (Head of Gardens), Jo, Ravi and Riskybob and the Garden team 

… and from all at The Society of the Sacred Cross, with our thankfulness for the year 
past: we look forward to sharing more news of the work on the land here. 


