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Description and Reasons for Notification
Freeman's Marsh is an area of unimproved meadows, marsh and reedbed situated just west of Hungerford. Part of the
site is registered common land and has been traditionally managed by grazing for many years. There is a great diversity
of habitats including willow carr, scrub, woodland and open water which supports rich plant and animal communities.
Many of the plants found here are restricted to wet meadows and are becoming increasingly scarce in southern Britain
with the loss of this type of habitat. Freeman's Marsh is an important site for breeding, wintering and passage birds.
The site lies on the floodplain of the River Dun, a small tributary of the River Kennet, rising in the chalk to the southwest.
The soils consist of calcareous alluvial gleys formed from river alluvium. The river meanders eastwards through the site,
a diverted branch forming the northern boundary and a section of the Kennet and Avon Canal the southern boundary.
Freeman's Marsh contains many plants which are characteristic of old water meadows and flood pasture where seasonal
flooding has naturally enriched the soil with silt and nutrients. Species with a high frequency include common grasses such
as Yorkshire fog Holcus lanatus, meadow fescue Festuca pratensis and crested dog's-tail Cynosurus cristatus, and
herbs such as meadow buttercup Ranunculus acris, common sorrel Rumex acetosa and autumnal hawkbit
Anthoxanthum odoratum, round-fruited rush Juncus compressus, common, brown and carnation sedges Carex nigra,
C. disticha and C. panicea, marsh horsetail Equisetum palustre, ragged robin Lychnis flos-cuculi, devil's-bit scabious
Succisa pratensis and cuckoo flower Cardamine pratensis. Hybrid fescue x Festulolium loliaceum is common on the
marsh, and like many of the species mentioned is indicative of 'ancient' meadows which have had a long history of freedom
from improvement and disturbance.
The meadows grade into more permanently waterlogged areas of grazed marshy ground dominated by hard rush Juncus
inflexus. Associated plants include early marsh and southern marsh orchid Dactylorhiza incarnata and D. praetermissa,
marsh lousewort Pedicularis palustris, marsh marigold Caltha palustris, water avens Geum rivale and bogbean
Menyanthes trifoliata. Also recorded are flat-sedge Blysmus compressus, which is uncommon in Berkshire, and knotted
pearlwort Sagina nodosa which is very rare in the county and scarce generally in southern Britain.
Parts of the meadows which are less heavily grazed support 'tall fen' vegetation. These include a small Phragmites
reedbed and other patches of reedswamp dominated by reed sweet-grass Glyceria maxima or reed canary-grass Phalaris
arundinacea. Other areas are dominated by greater tussock-sedge Carex paniculata, lesser pond sedge C. acutiformis,
or yellow iris Iris pseudacorus. The rich marginal vegetation along watercourses includes great willowherb Epilobium
hirsutum, meadowsweet Filipendula ulmaria, lesser water-parsnip Berula erecta, brooklime Veronica beccabunga,
water speedwell V. anagallis-aquatica, gipsywort Lycopus europaeus and trifid bur-marigold Bidens tripartita. Water
whorl-grass Catabrosa aquatica is abundant in muddy channels and water crowfoots Ranunculus fluitans and R.
penicillatus dominate the river and other water courses.
OVER/

Many species of birds nest along the river or in the marshy meadows, including snipe, little grebe, mute swan, mallard and
moorhen. Sedge warblers, reed warblers and reed buntings nest in the areas of tall fen and reed, and grasshopper warbler
is also a regular summer visitor. In winter small numbers of wildfowl are present, with water rails, large numbers of snipe
and, occasionally, jack snipe. Passage species seen in spring and autumn, but which do not breed, include wheatear, yellow
wagtail and sand martin with occasional records of hobby and common sandpiper. Grey heron and kingfisher use the river
in all seasons.
Small areas of woodland, scattered trees, hedgerows and hawthorn scrub occur over the site, with several stands of alder
and some willow carr. Purple willow Salix purpurea, which is uncommon in Berkshire, occurs in one area. These
habitats are used by a variety of birds which depend on them for nest or roost sites, a rich supply of insect food during the
summer, or for seeds and berries in autumn and winter. Breeding species include lesser spotted woodpecker, garden
warbler, blackcap, whitethroat, spotted flycatcher and willow tit. Flocks of redwings, fieldfares and siskins are common
in winter.

