
Graffham Down News 
Great progress in 2015 
Dear Friends 

Great progress has been made with reserve management this year 
with leadership by Jim Kirke and Paul Dimmer. Sussex Wildlife Trust, 
Butterfly Conservation, and South Downs National Park provided 
great support again during the year and we thank all our “Friends” 
for their continued support.  

Annual picnic 
The annual picnic took place on Sunday July 11th. On the night before 
the picnic, the reserves were full of life and Michael Blencowe had an 
amazing encounter with dancing ghosts! Do read his full account for 
tales of the unexpected!  
 
Michael’s moth trap revealed over one 
hundred moths in the morning including 
some splendid moth monsters; the Hawk 
and Poplar moths which  were passed 
around and much admired. 
  
After lunch, Bruce Middleton led a wild 
flower walk in the meadows. His party 
was entertained with more tales of the 
unexpected by linking the plants they 
had found with stories about Bishops, 
highwaymen and the Battle of Hastings. 
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Weather report 

Our weather man, John 
Sutton, continues to monitor  
climate change in Graffham. He 
recorded that the hottest day in 
2015 was July 1st and rainfall 
was only 23mm more than in 
2014, despite it seeming more!  
The  summer was not good, but autumn and winter so far have been mild. 

 
 
 
 
For full details and 

comprehensive 
graphs, do please 
visit our website.  

News extra………. 

Matthew Sennitt discovers 

Graffham while in the USA 

 

Michael’s Moths 

and Ghosts 

Season’s Greetings 



The unsettled cool summer weather with 
few warm spells affected the butterflies 
this summer. 

In Long Meadow and Scott's Corner,   
during July and August, there were a 
large number of Small/Essex Skippers, 
Marbled Whites, Meadow Browns, Brim-
stones and Silver-washed Fritillaries. Low 
numbers of Gatekeepers, Dark Green 
Fritillary and Ringlets were recorded 
There was a good August brood of    
Common Blues and two Brown Argus. A 
few migrants, Painted Ladies, fluttered in 
from Europe. 
  
Recording butterflies in Bowley's Field 
was disappointing due to the new     

grazing regime that the Trust was trying 
this year. Sheep grazed the reserve the 
whole summer to try to reduce the 
bramble growth. This affected both the 
quantity and variety of flowers and 
therefore the nectar for the butterflies.   
 
On Paterson, good numbers of Common 
Blues, Meadow Browns and Brimstones 
were recorded. For the first time, the 
Common Blues had spread to the east 
end of the reserve where varieties of 
flowers have increased and the brutish 
Hemp Agrimony is becoming less domi-
nant. The elegant Marbled Whites did 
well in the central area again. In line with 
UK trends, other species declined        
although not disastrously.  

Butterflies in Summer 2015 
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Foxgloves 

Pearly Everlasting 

A good year for Orchids 

Plant Recording 2015 
Nick & Elisabeth Sturt, Sussex Botanical Recording Society 

Nick and Elisabeth started the season with a search for Spring-flowering bulbs which in 

apparently remote situations on the Downs are often tell-tale signs of former habita-

tion.  Their sweep of the site yielded no Snowdrops or Crocuses.  Being remarkably 

cold on the day in February chosen for the survey, there was little evidence of Spring 

appearing  which seemed to support what Sylvia Jenkins of Tegleaze Farm had       

mentioned about the seasons being several weeks later on the South Downs ridge. 

 

Returning in the summer, sheep were seen grazing the Brambles in Bowley’s field, 

fluffy knots of fleece adhering to the remnants of stems remaining.  In late June and 

July it was evident how successful the grazing had been in hitting the Brambles,       

although it also meant that there were fewer herbs and grasses still recognisable.  

Consequently, the 2015 recording card for Bowley’s Field did not represent its true 

richness of the flora.  In Long Meadow, in mid-July, the field was a-flutter with        

Marbled-White butterflies over a fine tapestry of flowering plants & grasses.  It was a 

good year generally for the Pyramidal Orchid and they were certainly present in large 

numbers In Long Meadow.    

 

Both Bowley’s Field and Long Meadow have vascular plant flora which is a blend of 

chalk-grassland species such as Downy Oat-grass and Lady’s Bedstraw with those 

more characteristic of the less calcareous soil which develops on the capping of       

clay-with-flints; for example: Sweet Vernal-grass and Tormentil.  Nick and Elisabeth 

have taken part in a national survey of Eyebrights (Euphrasia).   On the chalkier slopes 

of the South Downs the commonest species is the non-glandular-hairy Euphrasia. 

nemorosa but on the clay-with-flints this is replaced to some degree by the very    

glandular E. officinalis subspecies anglica: the two species hybridise to produce a taller 

plant with larger flowers called E. x glanduligera which we believe is also present in 

Long Meadow. Specimens have been sent to the relevant expert on the genus and           

confirmation is awaited. In2016, it is planned to survey the woodier areas. By clearing 

and widening rides on the reserve, this should add species diversity to what is an    

already interesting community of plants. 

 

Thanks to farmer Richard Marks in allowing access from the Cocking direction. His  
delicious tubs of Chalder ice-cream at the farm-shop revived them after a few hot 
hours in the field. 

Marbled White 
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Work on the Reserves 

 

The Reserves at a glance 

Some of the highlights 
and sightings Summer 
2015 include: 

 

1—Long Meadow 

Good year for: 

 Common Blues 

 Meadow flowers  

2—Bowley’s Field 

 Light sheep grazing to  
eradicate brambles 

3— Scott’s Corner 

 Silver-washed          
Fritillaries 

 Small Skippers 

4—Paterson 

 Marbled Whites 

 Common Blues 

5—Parish  

             Small reserve with     
archaeological interest  

6—Dimmer  

 Newly established and 
is settling well 

 

3 

Summer 
During the summer months the reserves are left as undisturbed as possible to 
let the fauna and flora show their full splendour. The work done is                 
predominantly to satisfy the requirements of our main funder, Natural         
England; permissive pathways are kept in good condition with periodic cutting 
and collecting and the various ancient monuments (barrows and cross ditch) 
are kept tidy with a brush cutter.   
 
Brush cutting was done in Dimmer, Parish and along the edge of the South 
Downs Way. In Dimmer it was to help control the invasion of thistles (with help 
from Seaford College students collecting up the cut material); in Parish, to    
encourage meadow species of flora to establish and replace the dominant 
woodland species; along the edge of the South Downs Way in parts between 
Long Meadow and Bowley’s, to allow the grasses to establish. 
 
The eradication of brambles continued in Bowley’s with a trial of light summer 
sheep grazing combined with block treatments of cutting and collecting.  Initial 
indications were favourable, but the proof will be found next summer when 
the trial completes. 
 
Plans for Autumn and Winter 
This is the most active season of work in the      
reserves and we are always keen to find new 
volunteers to help us try to keep pace with the 
demands.   
 
This season we have two main areas of focus: 
 
1) Complete the essential work in Paterson of 
opening up rides and glades to increase the 
variety and robustness of different species of 
flora and fauna.  This will be achieved by finish-
ing off the two rides we worked on last year 
and opening up a third one through the centre 
of the reserve. 
 
2) To move our focus to Bowley’s and set about thinning out the main copse to 
let more light onto the ground and encourage a wider diversity of plants and 
animals. 
 
We are hoping to get some regular volunteer help from Coastal West Sussex 
MIND and increasing the support form Graffham village to help maintain and 
develop one of the great assets of our community.   
 
Your help and support would be hugely appreciated. 

    and Dimmer 

2.  Bowley’s Field 



Dormice hibernating   “Please do not disturb!”      Thank you 

SAVE THE DATES……….. 

Quiz—Empire Hall Saturday 12th March 2016 

Entertaining Quiz with Michael Blencowe 

Annual Summer Picnic—Sunday 10th July 2016 

(See further details in the coming months) 

How I discovered Graffham Down Trust 

Homeless.  Well that’s how it felt in the ten weeks between selling our old home and moving into 
our new house in Lavington Park.  We spent six of these weeks in small town America and during 
this time my iPad became a close friend.  Among other things, I thoroughly researched the area 
we were about to live in—anything with a website.  My main interest is wildlife, so my research 
soon revealed a multitude of nature reserves within a ten mile radius, although most of them I 
knew about already.  The Sussex Wildlife Trust reserves of Graffham Common, Iping and Sted-
ham, Burton Mill, The Mens and Ebernoe Common were familiar to me, while Lavington Common 
and Lavington Plantation were new and very close. 
 
Graffham village was another obvious area of exploration and while searching for its delights, pubs, hall, shop and 
other activities, I chanced upon the Graffham Down Trust.  This website quickly revealed a village-run nature       
reserve, but with links to organisations such as Butterfly Conservation and the Sussex Wildlife Trust.  I resolved to 
visit it at the earliest possible date and see whether we could be of a use to the organisation.  My first visit to the 
site with Jude, in November, coincided with a working party date and we soon ran into a keen group of volunteers 
clearing away and burning the remains of felled scrub and trees in order to allow light onto the woodland floor, this 
being done to encourage the lower growing plants and the insects that rely on them.  Our next discovery was a 
flock of sheep.  Clearly this was a well-run reserve using the current recommended methods to restore pasture 
from woodland.  We have been regular attendees on work party dates ever since.  

My first butterfly transect (a fixed walk, transect, is established and butterflies recorded on a regular basis) 
 
I have had a casual interest in butterflies since I was a boy, so I’m able to identify many of Britain’s 59 species with-
out too much trouble, thus when I was invited to carry out regular monitoring of butterflies on the Parish and     
Dimmer reserves I readily agreed.  Recently three large bays have been wrested from the woodland in Dimmer to 
increase the area of open grassland for butterflies and this is developing slowly.  The transect method requires walk-
ing slowly along a fixed path identifying and recording each butterfly as it is seen.  It sounds easy, but it’s surprising 
how many of them want to be recorded more than once as they fly alongside or take a short cut when you are     
following a circular route.  So perhaps it was good for my first experience that this was generally a poor year for 
butterflies with not so many to count.  Nevertheless, I racked up twenty species with a total of 334 butterflies. 
 

I was particularly looking out for downland specialists, such as Duke of Burgundy and 
Grizzled Skipper, but these eluded me.  I did see a Dingy Skipper, no this isn’t a ship’s 
captain, but a butterfly sharing features with a rare moth, a speciality of Graffham 
Down, the Drab Looper!  However, it was in Long Meadow, so didn’t count.  Blues were 
also in short supply, with only 15 Common Blues and 3 Holly Blues being seen.  Also not 
a single small Heath.  In contrast, Meadow Browns were everywhere with 52 seen on 
July 10 and Ringlets were frequent in June and July.  There were 10 Painted Ladies in 
Dimmer on June 8th, but only 1 later on after its food plant (thistle) was scythed as part 
of the effort to encourage grassland species.  Five marbled whites were found on July 

10th, all of them in the older grassland areas of these reserves.  Thirteen Silver washed Fritillaries were counted, but 
only 1 Dark Green.  All in all a good start, but could do better. 

Matthew and Jude Sennitt have recently moved to the area and have enjoyed discovering Graffham Down Trust and 

taking part in the management of reserves, joining the committee, surveying butterflies and bringing in new experts 

such as Ornothologists to the Reserves. This is how Matthew “found” us and his first experiences of looking for 

butterflies at the Trust.  



The Ghosts of Graffham Down 

Throughout 2015 I’ve been putting together one of my illustrated talks entitled ‘Something in the 
Night’ which focusses on nocturnal wildlife and our relationship with it. I’ve been searching for 
Silverfish in my kitchen, tracking Brown Bears in the mountains of Spain and cautioned by the cops 
for tampering with Armadillos on a highway in Texas.  Of course any talk on nocturnal wildlife 
must mention moths as I‘ve been moth surveying for almost a decade now and in that time I’ve 
had some wonderful encounters with moths all across Sussex – but one experience has always evaded me. I’ve always 
wanted to observe the dance of the Ghost Moth.  

Ghost Moths are not rare in Sussex and usually I’ll find a lone Ghost Moth clinging to the moth trap in the morning. 
They are certainly an attractive species. The female has yellowish wings patterned with spots and streaks of orange. 
The male Ghost Moth is a different beast altogether. His wings are whiter than white – it looks like he’s been painted 
with Tippex. But it’s their courtship behaviour which has always intrigued me. The male ghost moth use lekking behav-
iour to compete and attract a female. Lekking is when the males of a species gather in one location and ‘show off’ to 
impress prospective partners. Birdwatchers will know this behaviour is found in Ruff, Black Grouse and Capercaillie. 
The males of these species gather to strut, squawk and swagger in impressive displays aimed at catching the eye of a 
passing female. These avian displays have been screened in many documentaries but what would a moth lek look like?  

I was out on Graffham Down on a warm summer evening in June this year doing some research for my talk. It had 
turned out to be a perfect evening; warm, windless and a full moon was on the rise. The light levels were dropping as I 
approached an open grassy glade amongst the thorns and something caught my eye. In the dimming twilight a white 
moth rose from the grass and hung in the air– a Ghost Moth.  Its four pure white wings were held wide open and 
seemed to glow in the shadows. It swung rhythmically yet remained fixed in one spot as if the moth was a tiny kite 
being operated by an unseen hand below. I fell to the floor so I was at eye level and followed the pendulum swing of 
this incredible dancing insect – I was mesmerised! I called over to my wife who rushed into the glade to find me laid on 
the grass staring at the moth.  

“Michael,” she said “I think you had better see this.” I had been so entranced by the lone dancing moth that I had not 
noticed that other Ghost Moths had now appeared in the glade. Dozens of them were all swaying around me. Some 
remained fixed to their stations while other moths swung erratically and crashed into their neighbours.  I stood up very 
slowly, scared that any sudden movement would end the performance. And it was indeed quite a performance. The 
daylight was fading quickly now and as our surroundings retreated into shadow all that was left was the seemingly  
luminous white wings of the waltzing Ghost Moths. The whole silent scene felt otherworldly and ancient – as if we had 
stumbled onto a secret ceremony performed by miniature white-robed druids. As the moonlight illuminated the glade 
the action slowed and the moths dispersed.  I almost felt like applauding!  

Of course this performance had not been for our entertainment. This dance is undertaken to attract a mate and the 
male moth is designed for this purpose. As John Travolta proved in Saturday Night Fever, if you want to stand out on 
the dancefloor you’ll need a flashy white suit and the Ghost Moth certainly has the right outfit.  

But they also have another trick up their sleeve (or in this case their trouserleg). Their hind legs contain furry          
scent-brushes which release pheromones into the air and act as an added enticement for the females. Once the ladies 
are lured to the lek it’s the individual moth’s appearance and behaviour which seals the deal. Scuffles start and the 
jostling we observed was the males to trying to assert their positions on the dancefloor. Dominant males will be      
successful and lead a female off into the surrounding grass.  I can see how, in days gone by, this ethereal performance 
was interpreted as something supernatural. It has been suggested that the dance of the Ghost Moth gave rise to local 
legends of ‘Will-O’-The –Wisp’.  

Of all the nocturnal behaviour I have witnessed all year the spectral dance of the Ghost Moths was certainly the most 
memorable and proved that you really don’t have to travel far to be amazed by wildlife.                         Michael Blencowe 

More moths and moth trapping by Michael  



There are lots of opportunities to help out on the 

Reserves, so please come and join us for some of 

our “Parties on the Downs”.  

The results of the hard work in 2015 are stunning 

and our volunteers enjoyed helping! 

Come and help us at Graffham Down Trust  

Please come and join us at 10 o’clock.  

Meet at the steel gate by Ladywell Cottage, Graffham (before Church).  

No experience is needed, just a willingness to join in. 

Bring strong gardening gloves—tools available for use. Bring a drink and something to 

eat if staying for the afternoon.  

For more information,  Paul Dimmer 01798 867454 or Jim Kirke 01798 867026 

www.graffhamdowntrust.org.uk 

If you can’t do these dates, but would still like to help, Paul and Jim are often  also 

working in the week and would always be grateful for more help  

Work party dates for Autumn 2015 and Spring 2016: 
 

 

 December: Sat 12th 

January: Sun 3rd, Sun 17th, Sun 31st 

February: Sat 6th, Sun 14th, Sat 20th and Sun 28th 

March: Sat 5th and Sun 13th 

April: Sun 3rd  
 

http://www.graffhamdowntrust.org.uk

