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Jewels on the Common
Whilst many of us would associate mining or

quarrying with the pursuit of mineral jewels, fewer of us
would expect to find such things in the environs of the old
sand pit on Midhurst Common. However, jewels there are
- flying ones! I refer, of course, to the two small butterflies
illustrated with this article, the Small Copper Lycaena
phleas and the Common Blue Polyommatus icarus. Only
the male Blue has the bright, jewel-like wings shown, the
female being a rather more drab brownish colour, though
with some variable blue coloration, particularly near the
abdomen. The Small Copper is brightly bedecked in both
sexes.

Both these butterflies belong to the Family Lycaenidae - the Blues - and, in common with many
others in this Family have, as larvae, a degree of association with ants of different types, according to
the species of Butterfly. The larvae, and sometimes the pupae, secrete sugars from specialised glands.
This makes them attractive to ants, which then protect their 'cows' from other predatory insects.

For many of the Blues this interaction remains a fairly low-key affair, with the ants just running
about near the larvae as they feed. In others, however, including the successfully re-introduced (but not
likely to be on Midhurst Common any time soon) Large Blue Maculinea arion and the heath land-
associated Silver-studded Blue Plebius argus, this association becomes more sinister, with the butterfly

:---._~_ larva giving off chemical clues which cause the ants
to take it underground to their nests. Once inside the
nest the caterpillars set to eating the ant larvae,
rewarding their adult ant 'hosts' with more sugar!
All caterpillars start, however, by eating fairly specific
food plants. The Common Blue caterpillar eats a
range of herbaceous legumes, but predominantly
Bird's-foot Trefoil Lotus comiculatus. This plant rather
likes a little lime in the soil and where the sands have
been disturbed, releasing the lime-based 'glue'
between the sand particles, such as in the pit and the
cemetery, it makes large stands. The Small Copper,

on the other hand is particularly associated with the more established acid soils where its food plant,
Sheep's Sorrel Rumex acetosella, may make extensive carpets under and around the heathers.

Mention of heathers takes us back to the Silver-studded Blue. This butterfly is fairly widespread
on the extensive heath land of Stedham and Iping Commons and, although generally spoken of as 'not
being very mobile' has colonised the fairly recently cleared National Trust's Lavington Plantation area
from Ambersham Common, rather further away than Stedham is from Midhurst. It may, therefore,
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colonise the restored heathland on Midhurst Common, although this will need to have areas of short,
young heather and bare ground, as well as mature heather cover.

Perhaps a recent event here will help encourage the
establishment of a cycle of heather growth and ages.
Those of you who have walked this area recently will
have seen large patches of brown, dead heather, both
older and younger plants. This is the result of a
combination of a very large population of the Heather
Beetle Lochmaea suturalis, whose larvae and adults
feed on the leaves of the heathers, plus the hot dry
period in July. The younger plants will probably
regenerate from the base and roots, but old woody
plants, well on the way to old age in any case, are

often killed. Such events are a natural part of the cycle of heathland and, by killing off the older plants,
provide new spaces for young plants.

ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING
Capron House, North Street, Midhurst

Thursday 14th November
The meeting will commence at 7.15pm with general business* after which, the Friends of Midhurst
Common invite you to join them at 7.30pm for a glass of wine, accompanied by light
refreshments.
The talk will commence at approximately 7.50pm entitled

Angela is developing the Management Plan; she also leads our monthly work parties.

*This year the general business of the meeting will encompass the retirement of both our Chairman
Gerry Ryan and of Mike Edwards as Treasurer. Two other committee members will also be retiring.
Your nominations to fill these posts would be welcome.

Also attached is a letter from the Friends of Midhurst Common Committee which we would ask you
to read carefully and respond to by completing the form, also attached, to give your views on how
you think the group should proceed at this time of change. We would welcome any comments you
would like to make. These forms will be analysed prior to the Annual General Meeting and the
conclusions put to members at the meeting.
Please take time to write your views on the form provided, to help the committee make the most
effective decision in accordance with members' wishes. Thank you..

We have a website-www.friendsofmidhurstcommon.co.uk.ltis very much in the throes
of development, but have a look. We would like to hear from people with memories of Midhurst
Common from years gone by. There is an e-mail address on the Contacts page.

http://website-www.friendsofmidhurstcommon.co.uk.ltis

