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Itwas in the Summer newsletter of 2012 that we announced the commencement of clearing the boundary
bank, which runs alongside the Right of Way at the bottom of Sunset Hill and on the route of the Serpent
Trail. A photograph showed Ranger Angela Shepherd (now Mrs Angela Ward) with a pair of loppers,
starting work on the Rhododendron which had enveloped the bank. The section of bank is now cleared as
can be seen in the photograph below.

ALL HER TIME

This bank and the adjoining ground have been laboriously
uncovered by the National Park volunteers supervised by Angela
Shepherd. The Friends of Midhurst Common are very grateful for
their prolonged hard work as well as that of our own members,
especially Jean Hicks' constant attendance and diligent organising
of each monthly task force over the last few years. This is part of
a national project to restore, at least in essence, some of the vast
heaths that once dominated the Wealden Sussex and Surrey
landscapes. England still has one fifth of the world's lowland
heaths, despite the decimating losses over the last two centuries
which have occurred as a result of enclosure, development,
plantations and, crucially, a decline in grazing which has then led
to the spread of woodland. However, for now our contribution to
the project is halted here at the common's western boundary.

The bank was a final settlement in around 1802 between two manors which had long been contesting a
thirty acre strip of heath. The puzzle is why the ownership of such a small piece of land was so contentious given
that Woolbeding and Midhurst Commons, prior to this settlement, never had stock proof barriers between them.
This is known from a 1568 Manor of Midhurst document which states that the area was 'intercommoned'; that is
to say different owners' cattle ranged freely across both commons. Intercommoning is also inferred from a 1794
legal dispute which was resolved, not by a bank, but by four boundary stones being spaced equally across the
open heath. They can still be seen today on modern maps and on the ground forming a straight line from the small
car park at Warren Cottage, on the SW corner of the common, running northwards to the Woolbedingjunction on
the Petersfield road.

The most likely cause for the dispute was over rights of turbary - the cutting of peat and turf to burn. For
example, there is a 1632 testimony by Jonne Clare, 'a widow of about 95' of 'good repute and account' who 'ever
knew Sowthors common' in nearby West Lavington. Here she avowed the benefit of the ' ... cutting ofTurfe ...

yeare to yeare all her tyme Ee never knewe to the conterarie ... ' This historical gem, along with other
evidence countywide, suggests that there were great expanses of bog supporting centuries of vital exploitation.
Therefore these low lying thirty acres might have once been a jealously guarded source of peat. You can still find
seams of it, a few feet thick, in small patches of bog near the little footbridge by the power line running adjacent
to the bank.

This was probably the only reliable supply of.fuel available to this doughty woman. Perhaps there was the
occasional log to enliven the hearth. But it must have been at a price, for according to a local survey in 1578 of a
large estate, woodland occupied only seven per cent of the land - the rest was composed of arable, pasture and
heath. So fire wood was a limited resource and mainly the preserve of the rich who, with the endless luxury of
time, could admire their grand estates and ponder, for example, the latest fashions in landscape architecture.

Itwas the 'barren wastes' of the manor opposite that moved Lord Spencer in 1802 to plant trees to enhance
the skyline south of his stately home at Woolbeding. This he did by enclosing a small piece of hillside on
Midhurst Common in exchange for a similar area on Woolbeding Common. That is why his new bank, adhering
closely to three of the aligned stones, misses one out by indenting westwards, giving three acres to Midhurst, as it
runs from this spot in the picture down to Warren Cottage. This substantial barrier was also intended to restrict
the free movement of animals which had always roamed the vastness at will. Itwas the end of an era. But at least



this part of the common could remain a primordial mossy wilderness of ancient and recent peat cuttings allowing
heather and cotton grass; cranberry and bilberry; bog asphodel and myrtle to thrive for one more century until the
last cattle left and the trees moved in.

We may never reinstate the benefits of grazing but at least we could try to follow a national trend to restore
wetlands and bogs. This is no idle fashion; it is a new response to the increasingly severe rainfall events and the
need for widespread passive flood control - these habitats act as giant sponges. Of course, almost no effect will
occur here on such a small scale. Nevertheless the creation of an extensive, sunlit mosaic of ephemeral and
permanent pools, interspersed with mossy hummocks, heather, black peat and bare soil should return some scarce
and unusual plants and animals to the common. Such a task will need the improvement and extension of a series
of low dams and the request to fell a dozen large pines on this patch of heath. The ground will then retain more
moisture which would otherwise be taken up by the trees' root systems and lost to the atmosphere. Admittedly,
given all the previous clearance work on Sunset Hill, this might seem to be going too far. But it may help to know
that the unique and internationally recognised character of these lowland heaths has arisen from just one set of
agents. That is man's exploitation and disturbance of these areas, year on year, since 'time out of mind'.
(M. Marr)

LITTER CLEARANCE
WEDNESDAY 8TH MAY

This Spring's litter clearance is later than usual, but the weather has been so cold and certainly not conducive to
walking round looking for litter.

We will meet as usual in Carron Lane car park at lOam
Please wear suitable clothing and footwear. If you have a pair of gardening type gloves, please bring them with
you. Bags and litter pickers will be provided. We will work from lOam to 12noon.
Everyone welcome to join us for as long a time as you wish to devote to the task.
For any further information please phone (01730) 816752.

GARDEN WASTE
The following article is from Ben Rainbow, who reminds us of the value of the Midhurst Common habitat and
how we can help to protect it.
Midhurst Common is a special site for wildlife, a Site of Nature Conservation Importance (SNCI). The area
was once extensive heathland, and here areas of rare heathland still remain. Recent conservation work has helped
to restore open areas, which, during the summer, are covered in colourful swathes of purple heather and buzzing
with bees. Lizards and beetles quietly basking in warm sandy glades, whilst brightly coloured red and yellow
crossbill birds feed at the top of pine trees.
If you live by Midhurst Common, or have an allotment on it's edge, you too can do your part to keep this site
special. Dumping soil or creating a compost heap on the common land nutrifies the soil which destroys this
habitat. Dumping vegetation also has a negative effect on the environment; garden plants and invasive species
sometimes escape into these wild areas out competing native plants. If you live nearby, please manage your land
responsibly to help conserve this special site, so that others can enjoy it in the future.

SPRING WALK-SATURDAY 18TH MAY
IPING COMMON AT lOAM.

This year we are teaming up with the Sussex Wildlife Trust. The walk will be led by Jane Wilmott, our local
SWT Ranger, based in Midhurst and who works on Iping, Stedham and Grafiham Commons.
We will meet at Iping Common cart park and the walk will last from lOam to approximately 12.30. There is no
charge for the walk, but a donation to the Sussex Wildlife Trust would be welcome.
Please wear suitable footwear and clothing and all do a sun dance to make sure we have a really good day.
We look forward to seeing you all there for an interesting walk around the flagship site of the SWT.

HIDDEN BEAUTY OF SUSSEX MYSTIC

Philip Pegler, Secretary of the Friends of Midhurst Common, saw the publication at Easter of his first book,
entitled Hidden Beauty of the Commonplace. Philip's work is a study of the life and spiritual teachings of Sussex
mystic, Clare Cameron, who was a good friend and mentor to him in his youth. Clare, who was born in London's
East End in 1896, spent the last part of her life in the village of Bosham near Chichester where she edited an
ecumenical Christian magazine, previously called The Science of Thought Review but now known as New Vision.
Philip's book is available either from him (Telephone 01730 815962) or from Amazon, and prospective readers
can discover more about Clare Cameron by visiting the book's website: - www.hiddenbeautyoflife.com

http://www.hiddenbeautyoflife.com

