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Government Approves New Cemetery on Midhurst Common
A meeting of the ratepayers of Midhurst was held at the town hall on Thursday to decide on a new

site for the burial ground. A site near the Pest Houses had been chosen by the Board and approved by the
Government Inspectors but some of the ratepayers favoured a site on the Bepton Road, near the Devil s
Frying Pan which was considered more suitable and less expensive .... , wrote the Sussex Daily News on the
4th December 1876. Things came to a head in March of 1877 at a vestry meeting: ....and so uproarious did
the meeting become - despite the strenuous exertions of the reverend Chairman and loud cries from all parts
of the room, that several gentlemen arose to leave the room, thinking no doubt, that something more than a
battle of words would take place. Ultimately a vote of confidence in the burial board resolved the matter and
today, amongst the graves, just able to flower are Bell Heather, Ling, Harebell and Thyme; relics of the dry
heath and grassland over which there was once so much argument.

Above: Harebell has become
very scarce on Commons in West
Sussex.
Left: Bell Heather struggling to
flower in the short grass of the
modem cemetery.

The Devil s Frying Pan remained part of the Common; a favourite place for children until it was
destroyed in 1969 by sand quarrying, despite being a Bronze Age burial mound. This important landmark
appears in another cemetery dispute article which-alludes to the elders of the Liberty of St John exercising
an old custom by marching around the manor seeking out encroachments near the site. This suggests the
Midhurst part of the manor was much bigger than had previously been thought and it may help to explain
why The South Heath of Midhurst was estimated at only one hundred acres in the Manor of Cowdray s
1568 survey. Could the missing acres have belonged in the past to the Liberty of St John spreading
westwards from All Care (?a Knights of St John and Hospitaller property at Heathfield Park) to the bound
stone at Warren Cottage on the Severals road? There is nothing to indicate this on the ground to the west
of the sand pit but on top of a hill, now lost to the quarry, there appears to be a doole depicted on a 17th
Century estate map. Dooles (Sussex dialect) were small conical mounds of earth raised at strategic intervals
in open country to mark boundaries especially within areas of common pasturage. (Murray Marr)



Birdlife on Midhurst Common: a Brief Introduction

Two heathland birds to be found on Midhurst Common: left, Night jar, right Woodlark.

However frequently you venture onto Midhurst Common; however familiar your walking route,
observing the birdlife will mean that no two visits will be the same! As well as the resident birds there are
regular summer and winter passage migrants stopping to rest and feed on the Common, especially in the
sandpit area. At least forty species bred regularly on the Common and about another fifteen have attempted
breeding on an occasional basis.

The birds of Midhurst Common can, most conveniently, be grouped into three main categories: the
generalists, the woodland community and the heathland specialists. There are also visitors that, although not
breeding, nevertheless make regular appearances. This group includes some large and spectacular species.

The generalists are the familiar and reasonably common resident birds that can also be seen in gardens.
These include blue tits; members of the thrush family including robin, blackbird, song and mistle thrushes;
finches such as greenfinch and chaffinch; as well as a few crow species such as carrion crow, magpie and
jackdaw. Itmay come as a surprise to many readers that, despite their familiarity, this group also includes a
number of birds that are of considerable conservation importance. The Royal Society for the Protection of
Birds (RSPB) has, after taking account of a very wide range of survey and research data, placed many once
common residents such as starling, song thrush, bullfinch, linnet and house sparrow onto their Red List of
Conservation Concern. They all have this unenviable distinction because, within the UK, their numbers have
fallen by at least 50% within then last twenty-five years. A number of once common summer visitors that
might also appear in this generalist category are also on the Red List . These include spotted flycatcher
and turtle dove, whilst a number of other familiar summer visitors such as cuckoo and willow warbler,
whilst not in the deepest trouble, also appear on the RSPB Amber List of medium concern.

The predominant habitat on Midhurst Common is woodland. There are large tracts of self-sown Scots
pine and substantial, but fragmented broadleaf areas dominated by oak or birch. These woodlands support
a rich community of arboreal species such as stock dove, great and coal tit, nuthatch, tree creeper and all
three species of British woodpecker, the green, greater and lesser spotted. The lesser spotted woodpecker
is one member of woodland bird community that is a real challenge to observe. This tiny, sparrow sized
woodpecker spends most time high in the canopy of the Common s oak trees. Worryingly, this fascinating
bird has now been placed on the RSPB Red List because of its rapid UK decline. In the summer months
the ranks of woodland birds are swollen by the arrival of summer migrants. Thus the melodic songs of
the chiffchaff, garden warbler, blackcap and willow warbler add considerably to the woodland sounds in
spring and summer. By contrast, the raucous call of that brightly coloured member of the crow family, the
jay, may be heard throughout the year. To many people the jay is a nest-robbing villain, but it also performs
the valuable role of tree planter on the Common due to its habit of burying acorns as a food store that it
frequently fails to recover.



The natural top predator of the woodland bird community is the sparrow hawk. This fierce hunter has
made a welcome return to the Common after its low numbers thirty years ago when it was a rare bird in
southern England due to the agricultural use of persistent pesticides such as DDT and some harsh game-
keeping practices. This dashing hawk has short, broad wings in order to fly with speed and agility between
the trees in pursuit of birds up to the size of wood pigeons.

Heathlands are a very special, but vulnerable, habitat that has been reduced in area and quality to a
considerable degree in southern England over the last century. Midhust Common is fortunate to retain some
small, fragmented patches of heathland. Earlier last century the areas of open heather and gorse were far
more extensive than today, having been lost as a result of encroaching pine, birch and rhododendron. Despite
their small size, these heathland remnants still support some rare and threatened heathland birds. Perhaps the
most important of these is the woodlark, a very local bird and another on the RSPB s Red List . This lark
likes open areas, often with patches of bare ground. It has taken advantage of some recently cleared plots
and can also be observed on the old sandpit workings. It is a distinctive bird to view in flight, appearing to
have lost the end of its tail when seen flying in a circular, fluttering manner. Its plaintiff, descending, rather
melancholic song, can often be heard before the bird is seen; it is very well camouflaged when sitting still on
the ground.

Another heathland specialist and fellow Red List member is a summer visitor from Africa, the night jar.
This strange ground nesting bird, which catches flying insects at night, has made a welcome return as a
breeding bird to the Common. It is most easily seen at dusk on warm, still, early summer evenings when its
eerie churring call can be heard for up to lkm. It is also sometimes seen fl ying in an erratic ghostly fashion
in the twilight.

If the removal of blocks of trees created more open areas on Midhurst Common, then areas of heather
and gorse might be encouraged to expand. These would provide ideal conditions for another delightful
heathland specialist, the Dartford warbler. This tiny bird has made a successful return to other local
heathlands at Iping, Stedham and Ambersham.

Although it has not yet been recorded breeding on Midhurst Common, the supremely agile hobby is
often to be seen in the skies over the area in the late spring and summer. This migratory falcon, which is
particularly associated with large heathland areas such as the New Forest, has such a mastery of flight that
it can snatch dragonflies and swallows whilst on the wing. Another large raptor that now regularly overflies
the Common is the buzzard. The presence of this eagle-like bird is often detected by the bird s distinctive
mewing call. Only twenty years ago buzzards were very scarce in West Sussex, but a greater appreciation of
their slight threat to game birds has greatly reduced gamekeeping persecution of the species.

Finally there are the occasional visitors to the Common. These are perhaps mostly likely to be
witnessed during the spring and autumn when large migratory bird movements are underway. Surprise
passage visitors that have been observed fairly frequently in recent years include wheatear, redstart, wood
warbler, ring ouzel and green and common sandpiper. The winter months, particularly when severe weather
affects the country further north, will usually see the arrival of two thrush species, the redwing and fieldfare.

If you don t regularly carry your binoculars whilst walking on the Common, now is the time to start!
If you do, you can be assured that, thanks to the ever-changing bird life, each visit will be an enjoyable and
rewarding experience.

We acknowledge with thanks the help of Dr. Mark Avery of the RSPB, who has kindly made available
the images of the night jar and woodlark that appear in this article. (Dr. Martin J. Willing)


