
 

 

     Brighton Greenway 

                           Maximising wildlife and the historic heritage. 

1. Introduction. 

To have a dedicated area for wildlife and the historic heritage in the middle of a town of a 

quarter of a million people is an extraordinary opportunity to create something rather 

special. It is important that the wildlife or landscape planting is not carried out at the 

expense of the historic heritage. They need to be in balance, so it is all the more challenging. 

These notes resulted from a visit by Charles Flower on 24th August 2106 with Ryan Nelson of 

the Friends of Brighton Greenway. I am acutely aware that it is all too easy for outsiders to 

come in and criticise the status quo. 

 A point which became very clear was that certain species were causing unsustainable 

amounts of work for the volunteer work force and actually detracting from the historic 

heritage. Two plants in particular fell into this category, Vitis coignetiae and Buddleia. Both 

are non-native , although the common buddleia can be tolerated in small quantities. Ideally, 

the shrubs and plants along the greenway should be as diverse as possible, so I have taken 

this to be an important objective, very much along the lines of John Patmore’s excellent 

advice 

Logically I should begin at the point nearest the railway station, but since the pillars of the 

locomotive works are so significant, I shall start here, proceed to the north end and then 

return to the south end. 

 

2. Summary of recommendations. 

2.1 The historic heritage is disappearing beneath a mountain of non-native species such as 

Buddleia and Vitis coignetiae and these need to be drastically reduced in favour of native 

species. 

2.2 Although ivy is beginning to smother some of the pillars, annual trimming will allow it to 

continue as a useful screen as well as being of great benefit to wildlife. 

2.3 The southern end of the Greenway should be used to show case our native shrubs and 

the more colourful wild flowers. 

2.4 An early cutting regime for the grassland would help the wild flowers compete with the 

grasses. 

2.5  A variety of other plants and bulbs could be established in the grassland once the 

Buddleias have been reduced. 

2.6 Simple log type benches should be placed along the Greenway to emphasize that it is 

open to visitors. 



 

 

3 The pillars of the locomotive Works. 

The amazing pillars of the locomotive works are the dominant feature along the middle 

section of the Greenway. Sadly, they are about to disappear beneath ivy on the east side 

and a mountain of Vitis Coignetiae on the west side. I will discuss each of these in turn: 

 

a) The east side. 

This is where the pillars of the locomotive works are at their most impressive. 

However, as you travel north, the pillars gradually disappear beneath a mountain 

of ivy. Of course ivy is a  valuable plant for all manner of wildlife, and as if to 

demonstrate this on my visit we saw a holly blue and a brimstone on the wing 

The holly blue lays its eggs of the second brood on ivy and the brimstone uses ivy 

to hibernate in. So what is the solution here? I suggest that an annual trim is 

needed to: 

-expose the top metre of the pillars 

-expose the front of the pillars so that the sculptures can be seen. 

 

The ivy can be left to grow out from the sides of the pillars and it may take a year 

or two to re-organise the ivy so that this can be achieved. A cherry picker loaned 

from the local authority would be the ideal piece of equipment to carry out ivy 

trimming work each autumn. 

 

 Management of the grassland in front of the pillars. Given the sculptures here, it 

would be nice to see the base of the pillars and not obscure them with rank 

growth. Whatever is grown in the grassland here should be cut or scythed 

several times up to early June and then allowed to grow away. This would lower 

the sward height and avoid the base of the pillars and the sculptures from being 

hidden. Paving stones could be laid leading up to every other pillar from the main 

path so as to invite people to get closer to the sculptures and the pillars.  

 

Providing a green screen between the pillars. At the southern end of the 

locomotive works the pillars are not covered in ivy and a screen is needed 

between the pillars to create the seclusion of the Greenway. This could be 

provided by shrubs such as guelder rose, wayfaring tree, native dogwood, and 

spindle, all of which colour up well in the autumn. Holly could also be used, 

which would be valuable as the food plant of the first brood of the holly blue 

butterflies. 

 

The back of the pillars. A walk in the street below demonstrated that Buddleias 

were also becoming a management issue with mountains of annual growth 

which needed huge amounts of annual pruning. These plants could be removed 



 

 

and replaced with slower growing species such as holly, but it may be unwise to 

have shrubs growing out of the top of such a high wall.  

 

b) The west side. 

Vitis coignetiae (Crimson glory vine) was planted against each pillar and now 

completely obscures them. There are two problems with this. First is the heritage 

interpretation issue: the pillars need to be at least partly visible not invisible. The 

second issue is the amount of work needed every year to keep these massive 

plants in check. They are quite simply inappropriate and need to be removed. I 

understand that there is a security issue to prevent people climbing up the 

pillars. This could be solved by planting sea buckthorn which is a prickly coastal 

plant, not entirely out of place in Brighton, or dog rose or may be both. There will 

be other candidates with adequate thorns. 

 

c) Interpretation. 

If the pillars can be sufficiently exposed, a reconstruction of this section of the 

locomotive works could be displayed on an interpretation board. Without this it 

is very difficult for the visitor to appreciate what this part of the locomotive 

works looked like.  

 

 

4 Between the pillars and the arches. 

This section was dominated by Buddleias on the west side, where major thinning needs to 

take place.  This raises the question as to what else can be planted against an east facing 

wall. There are a number of options: 

- Red campion,  greater stitchwort and Iris foetidissima are easy to grow and  

make a good  combination. Red campion  and stitchwort are classic woodland 

edge plants which are equally at home against an east facing wall.   

- If several buddleias were kept with a gap in between, a shady area would be 

created where ferns might grow well, male and female as well as harts tongue, 

all of which grow locally.  

 

 

5 The arches. 

The vine Vitis cognetiae was originally planted to frame the arches.  Because of its vigour, it 

soon climbed up the wall and caused problems with some of the flats above. Some plants 

have been removed, but they really all need to go. What should frame the arches? There are 

benign alternatives. Honeysuckles would be an immediate choice, with a range of hybrids so 



 

 

that at one end of the arches they are early flowering with later and later varieties as you 

proceed to the north. The scent would be magical with bees and wasps greatly benefitting. 

The white painted arches inevitably attract the local graffiti artists. If a darker colour was 

used, the graffiti might reduce. Some of the sculptures would go well in the arches.  

                                                                                  

6 A tunnel. 

To continue the railway theme, a tunnel would seem appropriate, not made out of brick but 

out of hazel. Ancient lanes have what can be described as a tunnel effect as branches meet 

overhead.  Half a dozen hazel could be planted either side of the path. When the shade 

levels develop, this will be the ideal place for woodland plants such as violets, wood 

anemones, primroses and much else. Woodland plants are of particular importance since 

they provide the earliest nectar of the season. This tunnel could provide another attractive 

feature along the Greenway. 

 

7 The  ghost train. 

I really enjoyed this imaginative feature. I wondered if the maintenance of the area on the 

bridge behind the fence could develop into a problem. Hedge bedstraw has taken up 

residence with invading buddleias. If this was cleaned out and pea shingle spread, wild 

thyme could provide an attractive plant cover with excellent nectar for insects. Wild thyme 

on gravel is a useful combination which could be used elsewhere along the Greenway, for 

example if stepping stones were used in front of some of the pillars with sculpture, gravel 

and thyme could play a part here. 

 

8 Woodland beyond the bridge. 

This was a delightful area of shade,  but winter heliotrope Petasites  fragrans has completely 

overwhelmed any native plants. This plant was introduced to England in 1806, so it is 

another  invasive non-native. Systemic or selective herbicides should be used when the 

plant is growing actively in late summer, with a follow up the following year. The attack 

should begin at the southern end. Once the plant has been eliminated, primroses, wood 

anemones, violets and no end of woodland plants can be introduced. Some of the sycamore 

in the centre of the area could be coppiced if more light is required. 

 

 

 



 

 

9 The southern end of the Greenway. 

9.1 South of Stroudley rd. 

I am aware that much of this part of the Greenway may come under the control of the 

Friends in the future, but there are two areas where I would like to comment: 

a)Gabions south of the steps up to Jury’s Inn entrance. 

These terraces were clearly working well and species here could be supplemented with 

more difficult species such as rock rose, kidney vetch, harebell, small scabious and 

others. As compared with the soils elsewhere where diverse grassland is being 

attempted, this nutrient poor free draining soil sends a clear message that wild flowers 

do well under these conditions. 

b)The bank beside Jury’s Inn. 

Unlike the gabions, I got the impression that this was a difficult area which often (but 

not always) looks a mess. As a visitor, it is my belief that the Friends cannot afford to 

have this area looking a mess as it is the entrance to the Greenway. It is simply too 

important. I recommend that it is killed off, terracing installed (it need not be gabions) 

and then built up with free draining soil which would copy the gabion planting the 

other side of the steps. If this is not possible, cover in low growing shrubs such as in a 

local supermarket.  

 

9.2 The cornfield annual strip 

This is another hugely important area of some 90m in  length. The weed burden in the soil is 

probably too great for cornfield annuals to work. I suggest that it is divided up with native 

shrubs in order to show case these shrubs as well our most attractive nectar species. Groups 

of 6 native shrubs (3 shrubs of two species) taking up 2- 3m could be planted with 4-5m 

between for wild flowers. The precise measurements can be argued over but the idea is that 

there could be about 10-12 blocks of wild flowers with shrub divisions, mimicking the 

railway pillars. The  shrub element would take up 25-30m which would be planted up and 

mulched so that weeds are greatly minimised. The choice of species should include if 

possible all of our native shrubs with the exception of elder (usually classed as a weed and in 

any case common on the site) and the climbers such as honeysuckle, ivy and wild clematis 

which would be inappropriate: 

Blackthorn    Box 

Buckthorn    Butchers broom 

Dogwood-native   Guelder rose 

Hawthorn    Hazel 

Holly     Juniper 



 

 

Rose-dog    Rose-field 

Spurge laurel    Wayfaring tree. 

Wild privet 

This would leave 60 m for wild flowers and may be a bench or two, see section 13. Precise 

measurements need to be  worked out, but just in the same way that our native shrubs can 

be show cased, why not the same treatment for our more colourful and dependable 

wildflowers. Wild flower groupings could be as follows: 

Annuals. 
Cornflower/corn cockle/corn marigold/corn chamomile/corn poppy 
 
Biennials 

Teasel/ vipers bugloss/great mullein (or black?) 

 

Perennials 

Birdsfoot trefoil/ladies bedstraw/sainfoin 

Wild marjoram/greater knapweed 

Field scabious/devilsbit scabious/lesser knapweed 

Fleabane/hemp agrimony/meadow sweet 

Meadow cranesbill/ common agrimony 

Oxeye daisy/tufted vetch/ wild carrot 

betony/musk mallow/ 

 

The annual and biennial sections could be repeated several times. Annuals and biennials 

would be sown in the autumn, with perennials grown on in 9cm pots and then planted out. 

Given the relatively small scale of each of these compartments, it should be easier to get the 

management right and produce excellent results, which would be measured by how 

frequently the bench was occupied! This strip is after all  the entrance to the Greenway 

from Stroudley Rd so the stakes are high. 

 

 

10 Grassland. 

10.1 Management regimes. 

This has clearly been difficult with quite rich topsoil leading to too much grass and wild 

flowers being out competed. Yellow rattle can be used to control grass but the treading 

action of grazing animals is a requirement here. A well used alternative is to cut the grass 

through until mid June. This knocks the steam out of the grass and the wild flowers then 

come back with reduced grass competition. I strongly suggest that this should be tried along 

the Greenway. I gather that there is considerable scything expertise amongst the Friends! 

Given the high nutrient status of the grass, wild flower should be restricted to the tougher 

species such as oxeye daisy, knapweed, field scabious, agrimony, musk mallow, wild carrot, 



 

 

yarrow and birdsfoot trefoil. After this has been tried, if problems continue, it may be 

necessary to rip up the area and introduce some sand to lighten the soil/increase drainage 

and lower the nutrient status so as to enable the wild flowers to thrive. 

 

10.2 Varying the grassland areas. 

If the soil is nutrient rich, getting wild flowers to perform as you wish is very difficult. I 

would suggest that the areas where wild flowers are being encouraged could be perhaps be 

reduced with larger areas being kept mown, but there are many variations: 

- Given the existing areas of snowdrops, a daffodil area is surely a must with 

fragrant narcissus bulbs. 

- The damper area of grassland could accommodate some robust wetland species 

such as hemp agrimony (growing by the bridge), meadow sweet, fleabane, 

greater birdsfoot trefoil and  devilsbit scabious. Spray off a circle and plant with 

9cm pots in the autumn. 

- When the Buddleias have been reduced along the west side and the grass 

restored up to the wall, primroses could be established in the grass. As soon as 

they have flowered/set seed, the grass can be mown as usual. 

- Cowslips can be treated the same way as the primroses except they would be in 

full sun rather than in semi shade. Plant out in 9cm pots, may be with a spray of 

Glyphosate to keep the grass under control. The mower can return as soon as the 

cowslips have flowered/set seed. Keeping cowslips in a separate area makes the 

management easier. 

- The first area of grass below Stroudley road could have a strip of low growing 

wild flowers such as birdsfoot trefoil, ladies bedstraw, selfheal and black medick 

with mowing or scything though until mid  June. 

 

 

11 Woodland. 

Woodland plants have already been mentioned in section 5 - a Tunnel and section 7 – 

Woodland beyond the bridge. There is however no end of shade along the eastern side of 

the Greenway beneath the trees along the embankment. Additional species could be 

established here such as bluebell (plant deep to avoid mice digging them up) and ransoms 

or wild garlic, which is quite aggressive and could be perfectly suited to the Greenway.  

 

 

12 Methods of control. 

When confronted by some of the most powerful non-native plants around, I am a firm 

believer in using appropriate chemicals. Roundup or Glyphosate has been proven as 

relatively safe and is very effective. Stumps can be treated with low dilution ratios. Leaves 



 

 

(winter heliotrope) can be sprayed with higher dilution ratios. If treatments are effective, 

this may often only have to be done once. 

 

13 How is the Greenway to be used? 

It was of interest that on one of the most blue sky days of the year, few people were using 

the Greenway in their lunch hour, and no-one was using the graffiti covered fossil benches. 

Wood is perhaps a more friendly surface, but the location of seats is also important. An 

arbour with a seat flanked by honeysuckle is irresistible. A simple plank on two uprights 

should suffice as a seat, though I am not knowledgeable about the local removal men who 

may be around. It is an important issue. 

 

         Charles Flower 

         August 2016 

 


