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Other information: Within the Chilterns AONB and crossed by the Ridgeway long distance footpath, this area receives
several thousands of visitors annually.  Almost all the site is owned by the National Trust; a very small area by
Buckinghamshire County Council.  The Iron Age fort on Ivinghoe Beacon and the tumulus on Gallows Hill are scheduled
as ancient monuments.  Described in 'A Nature Conservation Review'.

Description and Reasons for Notification

Unimproved calcareous grassland, semi-natural woodland, scrub and more intensively used and improved grass and arable
are contained within this, one of the largest biologically rich areas of chalk downland surviving in the Chiltern hills.
Botanically and entomologically important, the grassland supports a wide range of species including several that are
nationally rare.  The bryophyte flora of downland and woodland is rich and includes some uncommon species.  The
woodland and scrub, much of recent origin, carry a good range of passage and breeding birds and there is a long history
of detailed ornithological study.  The prominent vantage points of the Beacon and Steps Hill are partially capped by clay-
with-flints and their largely north and west facing flanks expose Middle Chalk.  Sheltered conditions are found in two
deeply entrenched coombes, one wooded and the other, known as Incombe Hole, is south-east facing and floored by valley
deposits.  Diversity in the structure of the vegetation produced by a variety of past and present management practices is
important for the fauna.

The grassland lies mainly on Middle Chalk and some is grazed by cattle and sheep, some ungrazed.  The finest swards
are found on the steeper slopes, ancient cultivation terraces, linear ditches and, on the sides of the deep coombe, Incombe
Hole.  Upright brome Bromus erectus dominates, giving way locally to sheep's fescue Festuca ovina.  The associated
flora is very rich and includes plants whose small national populations are confined to the chalk in southern Britain, notably
pasque flower Pulsatilla vulgaris, field fleawort Senecio integrifolius and the endemic early gentian Gentianella
anglica.  Other plants of the chalk flora include horseshoe vetch Hippocrepis comosa, kidney vetch Anthyllis
vulneraria, squinancywort Asperula cynanchica, autumn gentian Gentianella amarella, dropwort Filipendula vulgaris,
devil's-bit scabious Succisa pratensis and several other orchids including pyramidal, bee and frog Anacamptis
pyramidalis, Ophrys apifera and Ceologlossum viride.  The flora provides larval food plants and nectar sources for
downland invertebrates including good populations of local chalkland butterflies such as small blue, Duke of Burgundy and
dark green fritillaries and chalkhill blue Cupido minimus, Hamaemaris lucina, Argynnis aglaia and Lysandra coridon.
There are records of Adonis blue Lysandra bellargus and silver spotted skipper Hesperia comma, both very local and
declining species which further survey would need to confirm.  The bryophyte flora of anthills, downland and north and
east-facing slopes includes the local species of short turf in the south of Britain Tortella tortuosa.

Much of the grassland on the gentler gradients has been agriculturally 'improved' with artificial fertilisers from about 1947
onwards.  The dominant species here are cocksfoot Dactylis glomerata and perennial rye-grass Lolium perenne, and
locally false oat-grass Arrhenatherum elatius.  However, some of the typical chalk grassland species are recolonising
the semi-improved areas, for example burnet saxifrage Pimpinella saxifraga, salad burnet Sanguisorba minor, bird's-foot



trefoil Lotus corniculatus and lesser knapweed Centaurea nemoralis.  These areas, mainly on south facing slopes,
provide valuable nectar sources for insects.

OVER/

Much of the plateau and north and west-facing slopes are covered with dense or scattered hawthorn-dominated scrub
which has developed as a result of the decimation of the rabbit population by myxomatosis in the early 1950s, combined
with periods when no stock grazing took place.  The plateau scrub, which contains a certain amount of gorse, is gradually
developing into pedunculate oak woodland where it is not being controlled for bird census work.  On the slopes whitebeam,
buckthorn, elder and blackthorn add diversity to the dominant hawthorn.  In areas where scrub has been cut recently, false
brome Brachypodium sylvaticum persists in a somewhat impoverished ground flora.  The succession from open grassland
through open and closed scrub to incipient woodland provides habitat for a wide range of insectivorous breeding birds
including meadow pipit, lesser redpoll, reed bunting and several species of warbler, while the scattered whitebeam on Steps
Hill provides resting posts and food for passage migrants which include ring ouzel.

There are two areas of ancient woodland.  Clipper Down Wood is a calcareous beech wood with much ash and
whitebeam and containing spurge laurel Daphne laureola, goldilocks buttercup Ranunculus auricomus and wood barley
Hordelymus europaeus, characteristic of old woodland.  The Coombe is moist woodland lying on Middle Chalk with
Valley Gravel occurring on the lower level.  Beech is locally dominant, elsewhere the mixed woodland contains ash and
sycamore with scattered mature beech.  There is an understorey of elder and hawthorn and a ground flora dominated by
male-fern Dryopteris filix-mas, nettle Urtica dioica and bracken Pteridium aquilinum, with a local occurrence of wood
small-reed Calamagrostis epigejos.  There are many open gaps where the rotting logs of fallen trees, especially ash,
support a rich bryophyte flora, the most interesting being the sub-alpine liverwort Riccardia palmata and the fen moss
Climacium dendroides.  On the west margin of the wood a series of wooded strips of uneven length run westwards into
the grassland.  Composed of a mixture of beech, ash, hawthorn and elder, three of these have a dense understorey of box
Buxus sempervirens.  The origin of these is uncertain, but it is thought that they may have formed part of an old rabbit
warren.  The wood supports a good range of breeding birds and a large population of fallow deer.

The site includes a small area of arable land at the north-east end (Gallows Hill) which has been ploughed since notified
in 1951.  This has been retained within the SSSI because of an interesting population of arable weeds which are becoming
nationally scarce.  These include narrow-fruited cornsalad Valerianella dentata, fine-leaved fumitory Fumaria
parviflora, Venus's looking-glass Legousia hybrida, hard poa Desmazeria rigida and long headed poppy Papaver
dubium.


