
 
 

 

  
  

 
 

 
 
Chloe Goddard (pictured left) is an Assistant Ranger working with the South Downs 
National Park Authority.  Apart from helping with the MIND working parties, she has an 
interest in Dormice and has agreed to monitor our Dormouse boxes.  Below is an 
account of her first visit to count Dormice on Graffham Down. 
 
Its big black eyes are mesmerising, a fine golden coat covers its chunky body and its 
long fluffy tail is unique among small British mammals.  If you’re lucky enough to see a 
hazel dormouse you won’t forget it - it is one of our most charming and distinctive 
native animals but sadly rather rarer than it used to be.   
  

 
Despite this the dormouse scene at Graffham Down seems pretty lively.  
In October’s survey we found no less than 24 dormice tucked away in 
cosy nests of stripped honeysuckle bark and fresh green hazel leaves.  
Many of these were young dormice – we found six maternal nests, two 
of which had as many as 5 baby dormice inside! 
 
The dormouse survey involves checking inside the 50 dormouse nest 

boxes which have been 
put up on hazel stools 
in the Paterson 
compartment.  Records 
of what we find in the 
boxes are shared with 
the National Dormouse 
Monitoring Programme run by the People's Trust for Endangered 
Species.  Currently a fair few of Graffham Down’s dormouse nest 
boxes are a bit on the shabby side; although this doesn’t seem to 
have deterred the dormice, nor the wood mice, yellow necked mice 
or pygmy shrews which have also been found on the surveys.  There 
are plans afoot to get some new boxes made up for when the 
dormice wake up in the spring. 
 

Right now, the dormice of Graffham Down will be fattening up for the winter, ready for when the cold weather sets 
in and fruit and nuts become less readily available.  Our final survey of the year will be towards the end of November, 
by which time some of the population will undoubtedly be snuggled underground for their long winter sleep. 
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Deluge of Dormice on Graffham Down  by Chloe Goddard 

 

Dormouse being handled, each is 
weighed and sexed for the survey. 

 

Dormouse nest with pygmy shrew 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It’s been a pretty good summer this year and the butterflies on the Graffham Reserves seem to have thrived. At the 

end of March, I was asked if I would like to pop up to the top of the Downs a couple of times a month to check on the 

butterflies in Bowley’s Field, Long Meadow and Scott’s Corner. I always enjoy rambling through the reserves when 

I’m up there, as it’s very peaceful and remote from the manic hikers and bikers who race along the South Downs 

Way and hardly notice the beauty all around them. So, I readily agreed and armed with maps, transect forms, 

spotter’s sheets and Michael Blencowe and Neil Hulme’s admirable book The Butterflies of Sussex I had everything I 

needed to go butterfly counting.   That was when I discovered that it wasn’t as easy as I had imagined. 

First of all, I tried driving up there in my 4×4, but the slippery slope and the deep ruts caused me to think again. So, I 

took to striding manfully up from Ladywell Cottage and found I arrived quite exhausted and in no fit state to start 

counting! And then there was my dog, who needs the exercise more than I do. At first, I left her at home, but later in 

the year I found that she did an excellent job in sending up the little butterflies hiding in the grass and allowing me to 

count them as they alighted once more at my feet! Some species of butterfly are easy to recognise, the Brimstones, 

the Fritillaries, the Peacocks. They are strong fliers and fly readily at eye level. It’s the little brown and blue jobbies 

that are harder to identify as they never seem to settle for a second. Added to this I know that unless you’ve 

managed to get a clear photograph of an unusual butterfly, you can’t be sure if you’ve identified it correctly.  

In April I saw lots of Brimstone, Peacock and Comma Butterflies. Then out came the Red Admirals and Orange Tips. In 

May there were many Skippers, both Dingy and Grizzled, and Small Coppers and Common Blues, but I never properly 

identified a Holly Blue. In June the spring butterflies declined and until the summer butterflies emerged there were 

only a few butterflies around. The best conditions came in July, when there was wonderful warmth and masses of 

wild flowers; I saw more butterflies than ever before, but still only a small fraction of the total numbers up there! In 

Long Meadow on 25th July I counted 5 Brimstone, 1 Small Copper, 5 Peacock, 10 Common Blue, 1 Small Blue, 1 Red 

Admiral, 2 Silver Washed Fritillaries, 5 Gatekeepers, 14 Meadow Browns and 2 Ringlets. Whilst identifying a Painted 

Lady, I was hoping to catch sight of the Purple Emperor or the Duke of Burgundy, but no such luck this year. Better 

luck next time I hope. 

The joys of butterfly counting are that it is rewarding and fun and it provides valuable information on how our 

butterfly species are faring. In addition, the Graffham reserves are teeming with flora and fauna; I have seen orchids, 

primroses, celandine, lady's smock, white and blue aquilegia, bird's-foot trefoil, purple vetch, magpies, jays, bullfinch, 

fallow deer, mayflies, large dragonflies, bumble bees on raspberry canes, honey bees on hawthorn blossom and 

cherries set on the cherry trees. It truly is a wonderful nature reserve we have up there. 

Dormouse showing its tell-tale furry 
tail. 

You can’t have too many of these. 
Babies being weighed 

The Joys (and difficulties) of Butterfly Counting   by Dave Garrard 
 



 

 

 

When does autumn start?  The meteorological calendar is straightforward dividing up the seasons into three-month 

periods, so autumn begins on September 1st. and ends on November 30th. However, for many people, summer 

extends until leaves start falling. Conversely, birdwatchers start talking about autumn when summer migrants start 

leaving.  These summer visitors are birds that arrive in spring from the 

south to breed. They spend the summer here and then they and their 

new young return south in the autumn.  Many are insect eaters such 

as Swallows and Martins, Flycatchers, Cuckoos, Tree Pipits, Hobbies 

and many more.  Swifts start their return journey in mid-July, but 

even ardent birders don’t see this as the start of autumn.  Indeed, the 

first mention of the change of season in the Sussex Ornithological 

Society’s ‘recent sightings’ this year, was on August 4th.  “A solitary 

Wheatear by the South Downs Way above Alfriston.  It's autumn!”   In 

Lavington Park large numbers of House Martins loafed in the sunshine 

on south-facing roofs of Wallace Square for three days at the end of 

August until being chased away by a Hobby.  The sound of 200 or so 

Martins fleeing for their lives at rooftop height was spectacular.  

 

Migration is indeed a hazardous time and many birds die from 

starvation and exhaustion and in recent years this has become 

worsened by loss of habitat along their route.  The populations of 

many migrants have fallen dramatically over the last fifty years.  

One migrant species Spotted Flycatcher, that has had a 90% decline 

in population since the 1960’s, can invariably be seen on their 

autumn migration on Graffham Down; groups of 3 to 6 birds 

hawking insects from the bare branches of tall trees.  The 

abundance of flying insects that the reserves hold, no doubt makes 

this an excellent buffet before the next leg of their journey to 

Africa.  Does Graffham Down help other migrant species in a similar 

way?  It is likely that many warblers also benefit from the insect 

bonanza the reserves have on offer, but what about fruiting trees?  

The reserve has many Yew trees.  How many have berries and what 

exploits them?  Ring Ouzels in other parts of the County are found on migration feeding on Downland Yew berries, so 

who will be the first to find them on Graffham Down? 

 

  

  When is autumn?   by Matthew Sennitt 
 

Spotted Flycatcher on Graffham Down 

Rooftop House 
         Martins in 
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Hello, my name is Matthew Dowse (pictured left) and I work as a Ranger with 

the South Downs National Park Authority (SDNPA), based out of the Central 

Downs area office at the Weald and Downland Museum, Singleton. I have 

been working for the SDNPA for three and a half years, but until recently was 

based over in the east of the Park near Brighton. I was appointed as a Ranger 

in the Central Downs team to replace my predecessor, Ian McConnell, who 

some of you may have met. Operationally the South Downs National Park is 

divided into four areas, and the Central Area runs from the West 

Sussex/Hampshire border in the west, to the River Adur in the east, and 

north to the scarp slope of the South Downs (once you get into the Weald 

clay soils, you're into the Wealden Heaths area of the Park). The National 

Park Authority has two statutory purposes: to conserve and enhance the 

landscape, biodiversity and cultural heritage of the Park; and to provide 

opportunities for the understanding and enjoyment of the special qualities of 

the National Park by the public. I am fortunate enough to have the land managed by the Graffham Downland Trust in 

my patch, so have been trying to support Jim Kirke and the rest of the Trust with the work they are so admirably 

carrying out up there. So far, my colleagues Chloë Goddard and Bekah Smith and I have replaced two stiles with 

pedestrian gates, to make the site more accessible, have supported work parties from the charity Mind, and have 

carried out dormouse surveys. The National Park Authority itself doesn't own any land, so this kind of partnership 

working is essential to protect and enhance the wonderful landscape we are so fortunate in having on our doorstep. 

If you ever see me out and about in the Park, please feel free to say hello or stop me for a chat. If you would like to 

be in touch regarding an issue in the National Park, you can also contact me via email at 

matthew.dowse@southdowns.gov.uk<mailto:matthew.dowse@southdowns.gov.uk 

 

 

 
 
Once again, the South Downs National Park Authority 
(SDNPA) have stepped forward to help us.  It has long 
been a frustration for those that enjoy roaming our 
reserves that a couple of entry or exit points were styles 
rather than gates.  As part of the South Downs National 
Park 'Miles Without Styles' initiative, our new ranger, 
Matt Dowse, proposed an innovative way forward.  The 
SDNPA are keen to provide access to areas of interest 
within the Park for rugged mobility scooters or 
'Trampers'.  By removing the fence element of the kissing 
gate and ensuring the gate is hung to swing shut, our 
existing gates in our reserves, Parish and Scott's Corner 
have been converted to be usable by mobility scooters.  
The SDNPA have installed two new gates replacing the old 
stiles, thereby addressing our shared need of style free access AND delivering a SDNPA initiative of access to areas of 
interest by people on purpose built mobility scooters. 
 

 

  

An Introduction to our New Ranger Matthew 
Dowse 

 

  All Reserves Now Are Accessible Through Gates by Jim Kirke 
 
 

Swing gate into Parish 
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As a relative newcomer to conservation work it is somewhat of a surprise to discover how much human intervention 

is required for nature to establish and retain habitats to thrive in.  Left to its own devices nature has not read the 

manual!!!!! 
 

The Graffham Down Trust reserves are being managed to produce two distinct habitats, chalk grassland and 

woodland.  The management of the chalk grassland is a balance between letting nature do its thing, while keeping 

brambles, scrub and trees under control.  In addition, the fencing needs to be kept good condition to contain the 

wonderful sheep that keep the grass short.  All the time we try to remove nutrients from the soil, which encourage a 

diverse range of species in the grasslands. 
 

The management of the woodland is predominantly about creating and maintaining rides and glades to form islands 

of diversity that support a wide range of fauna and flora.  At present, our focus is to open up areas of woodland by 

coppicing.  This will immediately allow regeneration of ground flora and in time will produce more diversity in the 

shrub layer, so supporting both butterfly and dormice habitats. 
 

All of this requires tremendous amounts of energy and effort.  Certainly, the sheep and cutter-collector do the 

majority of the work in the chalk grassland, but by no means all.  Nearly all of the work in the woodland requires 

hundreds of hours of volunteer time, normally in the form of Work Parties. 
 

We have a good core of Graffham based volunteers who form the back bone of all that is achieved on the downs in 

the shape of Paul Dimmer, Hugh Brown, Phil Jones and Matthew Sennitt.  Without these guys' time and effort, the 

whole work party initiatives would flounder.  We have in effect three types of work party: 
 

MIND Coastal West Sussex - Work Parties 

 

For more than a year now, we have been conducting monthly work parties with MIND in collaboration with the 

South Downs National Park.  Anywhere between 3 and 6 clients of MIND come along for around 2 hours and 

together we work on whatever needs doing at that time of year from dragging and burning to hedge laying, fence 

clearing and geocache hiding.  These work parties have contributed over 100 hours of volunteer time in the last year. 
 

 

Monthly Work Parties 

These take place on a weekend day in the months from October through to March/April depending on the spring.  

Our volunteer base is slowly 

expanding to extend beyond 

Graffhamites alone and now 

includes regulars from as far as 

Horsham and Portsmouth.  

Typically there are 10-15 

volunteers and the work is 

mainly in the woodland cutting, 

thinning, dragging and burning.   

 

The teams are energised by the 

great support of additional 

volunteers who provide lifts up 

the downs in their 4x4s (with 

permission) and by the bakers of the village supplying cakes to compliment the hot tea and coffee provided.  If you 

are unable to join the work parties, any baking contributions of support will always be welcome. 

Work Parties on the GDT Reserves by Jim Kirke 
 



 

Don’t miss out on the fun of the monthly 

work parties.  So join us on: 

Sunday December 10 

Sunday January 14 

Saturday February 17 

Saturday Sunday March 17 

Saturday April 7 (volunteers BBQ) 

We meet at St Giles Church at 9.45am.  

Please can you bring along gardening 

gloves, strong shoes/boots and your own 

refreshments. Could you please email me 

at jimkirke@hotmail.com if you plan to 

come along and would like a lift up the 

Downs. 

 

Once or twice a season we welcome the geocache community to help us in one of their Cache-In Trash-Out (CITO) 

events.  This boosts numbers significantly and we have been known to get up to 40 volunteers on these days with 

people coming down from London to join in the fun.  I estimate that the monthly work parties provide at least 300 

hours of volunteer time. 

 

Preparation Work Parties 

Prior to our monthly work parties, a small group of 2-3 people use powered tools to prepare the work for the main 

work parties.  This eliminates not only the health and safety risks associated with using power tools amongst large 

groups of people, but also increases the productivity of the work parties. 

 

Despite all this support and activity there remains an endless to-do list.  Please do not hesitate to come along 

yourself or recommend a friend to do so.  The more the merrier.         

 

 

 

I became Membership Secretary for the Graffham Down Trust in March 2017 and I would like to thank all of you who 
have welcomed me to the Committee and joined or renewed your membership promptly and efficiently since then. 
 
The Trust has 41 joint (£20) and single (£15) memberships for 2017/2018, 37 have signed up to Gift Aid and 35 pay 
by Standing Order.  Gift Aid benefits the Trust greatly as we are able to reclaim up to 25% of the membership fees 
from HMRC, but it costs the members nothing. 
 
The Trust offers a number of benefits to members such as discounted entry to our annual quiz hosted by the ever 
popular and hilarious, Michael Blencowe, seasonal newsletters, butterfly walks and an annual picnic.  In addition, you 
get the satisfaction of knowing that you are supporting the management of the Graffham Down Trust Reserves, 
which preserves them for future generations and helps our fragile wildlife. 
 
We would love to have more members so if you have friends or acquaintances who would like to join, please find the 
relevant form at the Graffham Down Trust website:  http://www.graffhamdowntrust.org.uk/  
  
If you have further questions, or you would be interested in paying by Standing Order and/or signing up for Gift Aid if 
you haven’t done so already, please contact me directly at:marion.wardell@gmail.com or by telephone 01798 
867661. 
 
I speak for all the Committee when I thank you for your membership, which after all is the life blood of the Trust. 
 
Marion Wardell, Friends’ Membership Secretary 

  Friends of Graffham Down Trust Membership        by Marion Wardell 
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