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CHAIRMAN’S INTRODUCTION

Bob Webzell (Councillor)
Chairman of the Beacon Hill Nature Reserve Working Group

From almost every location in Rottingdean you can
see Beacon Hill, a Local Nature Reserve (LNR)
established in 2004.  But from Beacon Hill you not
only see Rottingdean but Ovingdean, Brighton and
Hove, Worthing, and huge tracts of the South Downs
National Park for miles beyond.  If you go there for
no other reason, go there and admire the views,
which in certain weather conditions includes a rare
mirage of the Isle of Wight.

Enclosed by formal boundaries and including our
historic windmill, Beacon Hill LNR is a natural and
integral part of a larger landscape and its wild

environs blend seamlessly into the wider habitat of downland fields and farms, villages, woods,
playing-fields, overgrown allotments, the golf course and endless seascapes beyond.

The late summer harvest of nectar flowers, berries and wild fruits, and an abundance of insects
demonstrates the importance of this natural larder on the Channel coast, to migratory birds,
butterflies and moths, as well as to resident small mammals including badgers, foxes, grey
squirrels, mice and voles.  

If you know where and when to look there are slowworms and glow-worms, and diverse
species of butterflies and moths that prosper on the carefully managed grasslands and flower
meadows, grazed and cared for by traditional methods that provides an ideal location for
breeding skylarks.  Guided by expert advice, and overseen by countryside rangers and a
management group of interested local volunteers, Beacon Hill LNR is a proud amenity for our
community. 

In 2011 more people enjoyed the resource, be it for the mill open days, moth-collecting
workshops, or to view the diverse wild flowers, butterflies, birds and our helpful Herdwick
sheep.   In 2012 we anticipate the LNR will feature the Diamond Jubilee beacon lighting,
another good reason to pay a visit.  

This report has been compiled by Rottingdean Parish Council’s Working Group to report on
our year, advised by the best local expertise and meticulous observation, it should act as a
reference as to what has reliably happened in the LNR since our 2010/11 Report.  Arguably
much more goes by un-noticed by our team – if you have observations, experiences, or
expertise you wish to add to these records we would welcome your contributions also and
promise to try to incorporate these into our 2012/13 report.

Your LNR has witnessed archaeological surveys and botanical research, it has also witnessed
kite flying and picnics.  Your LNR has been visited by rare species and top experts, it has also
been visited by primary-school parties, dog walkers and horse riders.  We invite you to visit it,
we ask you to respect it, we want you to enjoy it. 
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ALAN HOLDEN

The sudden and unexpected death of Alan
Holden in April 2011 is a great loss to both
Beacon Hill Nature Reserve and the Village . 
Alan, an enthusiastic expert on butterflies from
youth, was brought up and lived much of his
life on these hills.  He became one of the UK’s
leading lepidopterists, and an excellent botanist
who specialized in downland orchids.  

I was elected to the newly created Parish Council in
1996 and accepted responsibility for countryside
matters, which included Beacon Hill.  At that time,
Alan and I became firm friends as we were equally
frustrated at the way Beacon Hill was managed. 
The extreme example came about when the grass
was cut by heavy duty 10 ton machines that came on
to the hill in pouring rain and literally ploughed up
the grass sward - a farmer confirmed that he would
never allow such vehicles onto his land in such
weather.  Dismayed, we joined forces to press for
Beacon Hill to be made a Local Nature Reserve.  

At this time in 2001, I discovered that Alan was already carrying out transects both at Castle Hill
and on Beacon Hill, monitoring primarily butterflies but in fact recording much more and in
consequence, I suggested that he compile an annual report on Beacon Hill for the Parish Council. 
In fact, he got together with other volunteers who walked the Hill, including Frances Thetford
(flora) and Bill Cook (birds) and who were prepared to contribute their findings on different
species, allowing his reports to cover much of the flora and fauna present.  The first edition of the
Annual Report was printed that year.  This turned out to be fortuitous as, in 2003, Brighton and
Hove City Council started the process of getting Beacon Hill declared a Local Nature Reserve with
Alan strongly supporting the Parish Council’s case at various meetings.  It was his level of
knowledge, experience and his annual reports that were invaluable at this time and his relationship
with the experts at English Nature also helped our case.

On the formation of the Nature Reserve in 2004, the Parish Council argued the case with Brighton
and Hove City Council for Beacon Hill’s nature reserve to be managed through a Parish Council
Working Group, with representation of the City’s Countryside Department and including
specialists in the different fields that we could cover.  Alan volunteered to become the specialist
co-ordinator, our guiding light, as well as continuing to compile and produce his annual reports. 
Even when he had difficulty walking, he still managed to record the activity of his beloved
butterflies but also encouraged others including Peter Whitcomb to support his work, thus laying
down his eventual replacement.  He was an outspoken champion of nature and always said that it
was butterflies that indicated the state of health of the land.  
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Alan was a firm advocate of the use of grazing to manage the
grass sward of the Downs, firmly stating that this was the only
practical way of recovering the downland plants, and was
delighted when the City Council started to bring sheep onto
the nature reserve in 2009.  He was always determined to do
all he could to protect the Downs so as to leave them to our
successors in as good a condition as possible wherever he
could influence how they are managed.  Thus, he not only
helped establish the Beacon Hill Nature Reserve, he also
sought to leave it in good health for future generations to
enjoy.  

He was continually concerned to involve the young as he
foresaw the day when experts like himself were no longer
around and that it is our school children who need to be
trained to continue this work.  He will be sorely missed by us
all.

The Parish Council has erected a bench on Beacon Hill in
memory of Alan.  Facing south, it overlooks his beloved
Village, whilst to the north is where he walked when carrying
out his transect.

John Cumming
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THE STEWARDSHIP AND MANAGEMENT REPORT

by John Cumming
Chairman of the Management Committee

of the Beacon Hill Working Group

The Monitoring of the Flora and Fauna, Beacon Hill Nature Reserve

We continue to have the willing support of volunteers to monitor much of the flora and fauna
of the nature reserve although there are still other fields of expertise that we would like to
cover.  Without these volunteers, we could not continue and we thank them for all that they do
on our behalf.  Currently, Peter Whitcomb has taken over the responsibility for both butterfly
and flora recording as well as that of Wildlife Co-ordinator.  Amanda Connolly and John
Dalling assist Peter with the butterfly recording.  This year, Peter and Bob Webzell have
covered birds but we are lucky to have Colin Brooks joining our enthusiastic team to take
over this responsibility.  Ian Squires also joined us this year and, for the first time, conducted
a survey of moths on the Hill and will now be regularly monitoring them.  Again, for the first
time, John Funnell has passed us a copy of his report on the Beacon Hill archeology, which
includes stating their future intentions.  Our regret remains that we do not cover other
specialised fields including that of a botanist to continue the scientific research started on the
effect, hopefully improvements, of sheep grazing.

Our relationship with Brighton and Hove City Council’s Countryside Department remains
good, particularly the support provided by David Larkin, the Countryside Ranger responsible
for Beacon Hill.  It is he that organizes the “Lookerers”, who daily monitor the sheep during
those periods that they are on the nature reserves throughout the City.  He is always looking
for more volunteers, particularly those regularly walking on the Downs, in our case on Beacon
Hill, to undertake this monitoring, for which he provides training.

Report on 2010/11 Management Plan 

Sheep Grazing.  This was the first year in which
the majority of the nature reserve was grazed by
sheep over a three month period.  The whole hill
has been divided into 5 sections, each section
being cordoned off with electric fencing, on a
rotational basis (see page 24).  As far as can be
seen over such a short period of time, this has
been successful both with users of the hill and
with apparent improvements in the grass sward. 
There were more compliments than complaints
received and the grass appeared less clumpy
where they had grazed - some areas had
deliberately not been grazed.  Of course, this is
only an initial indication and any real

improvements will have to be assessed over a much longer period.
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Gates.  A regular visitor, who uses a wheel chair, had difficulty operating the catches on the
new gates.  The Countryside Department modified all of them to improve disabled access.

Footpaths: The footpaths have been cut by the Countryside Department’s own staff over a
number of years.  They are now fully used to the routine and they were satisfactorily cut.

Ragwort was the worst it has ever been.  Although this was drawn to the attention of David
Larkin, he was unable to tackle this during this season.  However, he is hopeful of carrying
out a trial on ragwort control starting next year.

The Old Allotments.  Although the Countryside Department had intended to start clearing
1/10  of the site during this year so as to control the growth of scrub and sycamore trees, theyth

were unable to do so.  To minimize the impact of this clearance on the wildlife within the
undergrowth, the plan is to clear the site over a ten year cycle.

Water Supply.  Brighton and Hove City Council still intends to provide permanent water
onto the nature reserve.  David Larkin anticipates that this will be included in the 2013
programme of work, rather than the forthcoming year

The 2011/12 Management Plan

Footpaths: There is no change to the current cut.

Sheep: The sheep will graze from December 2011 to March 2012, over the whole hill,
including the dew pond, which previously has been strimmed.  The inclusion of the dew pond
will require careful monitoring as will any area set aside to remain longer for the skylarks.

Footpaths.  The standard footpath cut will occur as normal.  However, extra cutting is
required for the internal electric fences to meet the requirement of the rotating areas of sheep
grazing (see page 24)

Old Allotments: One tenth of the old allotments will be cleared at the same time that
preparation work on setting up the electric fences is carried out.  It was proposed that this
would involve the most southerly section.  Future clearance areas are likely to be random.

North & South Woods: No action to control the ivy in these woods will be taken this year as
Brighton and Hove City Council regard this as a low priority.  It is felt that it would even be
beneficial if a few trees were to fall as this would then let David Larkin plant other native
trees currently not present in these woods.
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THE WEATHER ITS EFFECT ON THE BEACON HILL ENVIRONMENT

By Peter Whitcomb

Regrettably we are unable to continue this
section in as much detail as in the past as it
was Alan who had his own personal mini-
weather station in his garden and could thus
provide, at first hand, rainfall and
temperature information and graphs. 

It was a topsy-turvy year, as the exceptional
warm weather conditions around Easter
proved just ideal for the butterflies, and any
nesting birds with young had a plentiful
supply of insects. In April there were five
days when temperatures dropped below

15 degrees, as you would expect, but temperatures reached 25 degrees on 23/24  andth

remained warm for a short period into May. There was no rain during April, and only seven
days of recorded rain in May. In June the temperatures exceeded 20 degrees on nine days, but
there was much cloud and rain fell on nineteen days.

Rain figured prominently in July with thirteen days; and in August eleven days of rain. The
summer weather was so unsettled that it was quite difficult at times to pick a decent warm day
for a butterfly count. September was particularly unsettled, with no rain but unsuitable
conditions. A final warm spell during the last few days of the month came too late for the
butterflies. 
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BUTTERFLY MONITORING REPORT FOR 2011
By Peter Whitcomb

My second year enabled some comparisons to
be made, though it has to be said that generally
it was a very poor summer for butterfly
numbers. There were some exceptions with
some of the grassland specialities, but the Big
Butterfly Count national figures showed a
downward trend especially in the blues, which
was reflected in the counts here at Beacon Hill
LNR. 

The first two weeks of April mirrored the low
counts of 2010, but much warmer weather from
the end of April through to third week of May

gave a much needed boost for early butterflies. Good examples of this were just 5 Small
Whites recorded in 2010 in April/May, whilst in 2011 the same period produced 31. The
warmer conditions also helped contribute much earlier sightings with Blues and Skippers
being about three weeks earlier than last year. Half a dozen Speckled Woods were seen along
the woodland edge in April and early May, where none at all were seen until June in 2010. I
was particularly pleased to record Dingy Skippers and Orange-tip again.

Marbled Whites were one of the more successful species with a high count of 307 in June
and July, by far the highest count ever here. It was also a good year for Small Heath
nationally, and here at Beacon Hill a massive count of 181 easily passed the previous best.
The other chalk grassland speciality that fared well was Dark Green Fritillary, but the low
numbers of Common Blue are difficult to explain. It is doubtful the winter’s sheep grazing
had any effect and the main cause is thought to be the cold and often unsettled summer
weather. 

Some of the larger butterflies also fared badly. There were no Painted Ladies, Comma or
Wall, and numbers of Red Admiral, Peacock and Small Tortoiseshell were lower than
average. The LNR has comparatively few nettles – a longish stretch alongside the allotments,
and a very small patch along the western edge. Nettles are well known for being the food
plant of the larvae of some of these larger species, but again, it may well be the poor summer
affecting the numbers.

It is not all doom and gloom as Meadow Brown and Gatekeeper had high counts and of
particular interest were single sightings of Adonis Blue and Green-veined White, whilst
Chalkhill Blue continued last year’s success.

What was noticeable was the low overall total of butterflies recorded in Section 6 of the
Beacon Hill transect (see page 27)this year. The tally of 133 was well below any previous
counts. It is unclear if this had anything at all to do with the predominance of Ragwort, the
sheep grazing or being exposed to so many SW winds!  Section 2 has always been the more
sheltered and butterfly-rich area with 676 counted, well up on last year’s 519.  
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The totals for each species are commented on separately and the figures in brackets for
comparison purposes are the average for the years 2001-2004, 2006 and 2010 when the last
counts were regularly undertaken on a weekly basis. 

SMALL/ESSEX SKIPPER    93  (58)

One or two photographs taken tended to show features of Essex
Skipper, and it is probable they  occur in small numbers. The
numbers were the highest ever here and peaked during the first
two weeks of July.

LARGE SKIPPER    5 (1)
Found for the first time last year in Section 4, this year they had extended into Section 2 and
seem to be consolidating albeit in low numbers..

DINGY SKIPPER   3 (1)
Seen again along the woodland edge of Section 2, and very pleasing to record this species for
the second year running. 

CLOUDED YELLOW   0 (1)
Very few noted around Sussex this year, and none recorded here.

BRIMSTONE   0 (1)
None recorded.

LARGE WHITE    27 (10)
A better than average year for this species.

SMALL WHITE   127 (141)
A lower count than average with most found alongside the allotments as usual, and one of the
few butterflies to live through the poorer days of the summer, peaking with 31 on 1  Sep.st

GREEN-VEINED WHITE    1 (3)
Just a single sighting late in the season.

ORANGE-TIP    3 (1)
Three males were noted this year which is encouraging after last year’s female sighting.
Another was reported during a non-transect day.

SMALL BLUE    0 (1)
Recorded for the first time last year, it was therefore something of a disappointment not to
repeat any sightings for 2011. It is a diminutive species and easily missed, but was certainly
looked for without success.

BROWN ARGUS   8 (5)
Not always easy to identify from the very similar female Common Blue in flight but it was
pleasing to achieve an above average count even though it was likely affected by the poor
weather.
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MARBLED WHITE     307 (98)
A record high total, and a phenomenal and successful year for
this species. The peak of 171 on 27 June was actually more
than the best year total of 141 in 2006.

SMALL COPPER   3 (3)
It is difficult to give a reason why this attractive butterfly is not
met with in larger numbers here.

COMMON BLUE    105 (122)
What a difference a year can make – following last year’s record count there was a massive
downturn. The national Big Butterfly Count reported a 61% drop in numbers which was
certainly the case here. Comparisons on the peak day counts were 70 in 2010 and just 15 in
2011.

CHALKHILL BLUE    14 (4)
Last year’s total of 12 seen, all in Section 2, gave reason to believe the species could prosper
here, so it was very pleasing to record even more in 2011, despite a national downturn. These
are not large numbers for a chalk downland speciality, but it is encouraging and Alan would
have been suitably chuffed!

ADONIS BLUE    1 (1)
Just a single noted on  3  Sept.rd

HOLLY BLUE   4 (2)
All records were from the woodland edge in Section 2.

RED ADMIRAL   18 (7)
Ten counted on the last transect walk of the year in warm temperatures gave a welcome boost
to what would have been an otherwise average year. In a year when many plants went over
quickly, this species simply loves to nectar on the ivy flowers late in the year.

PAINTED LADY    0 (11)
None recorded at Beacon Hill for second year running.

SMALL TORTOISESHELL  5  (30)
The very low count reflects the downturn of this species with no weekly counts of double
figures since 2004.

PEACOCK  3  (4)
Another of the larger butterflies struggling in numbers.

COMMA     0 (1)
Never seen here with any regularity, and none recorded again this year.

DARK GREEN FRITILLARY    11 (1)
A successful season and by far the largest number recorded, with a peak of 5 at the end of
June. These butterflies spread over a large area of grassland here, and outside of the transects,
and it is likely that there were even more.
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SPECKLED WOOD   8 (26)
The low count indicates those found only along the woodland edge.

WALL BROWN     0 (9)
A marked decline at the reserve, and although two seen last year, there were unfortunately no
records for 2011.

GATEKEEPER    124 (150)
This species was the most recorded in the Big Butterfly Count
nationally, but we saw a drop in numbers here at Beacon Hill.

MEADOW BROWN   500 (570)
The most abundant butterfly on the reserve, peaking with 97 on
27  June.th

SMALL HEATH    181  (16)
Last year Alan had commented on the large numbers  as ‘gone mad’, and he may have
struggled to find the right superlatives with an even higher count in 2011. The species seems
to have taken a liking to Beacon Hill just during the last two years, and yet another success
story for the reserve. It had a good year nationally, but to come from almost nowhere to the
third most recorded species here is nothing short of amazing.
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BEACON HILL 2011 - ANNUAL BUTTERFLY COUNTS 
Date 2011 2010 2006 2004 2003 2002
Small/Essx Skipper 94 49 43 67 64 57
Large Skipper 5 7 0 0 0 0
Dingy Skipper 3 3 0 0 0 0
Grizzled Skipper 0 0 0 0 0 0
Clouded Yellow 0 1 4 2 0 2
Brimstone 0 0 0 1 0 0
Large White 27 9 5 11 13 15
Small White 127 91 122 139 159 158
Green veined White 1 0 3 3 4 3
Orange Tip 3 1 0 0 0 0
Small Copper 3 1 0 6 9 1
Small Blue 0 5 0 0 0 0
Brown Argus 8 10 8 6 3 0
Common Blue 105 329 181 107 254 36
Chalkhill Blue 14 12 1 0 1 4
Adonis Blue 1 2 1 0 0 0
Holly Blue 4 3 2 1 3 0
Red Admiral 18 7 4 2 6 12
Painted Lady 0 0 32 2 16 18
Small Tortoiseshell 5 14 7 30 46 28
Peacock 3 7 5 0 3 5
Comma 0 0 0 0 0 0
Dark Green Fritillary 11 4 0 0 0 0
Speckled Wood 8 11 16 21 34 40
Wall Brown 0 2 0 5 19 16
Marbled White 307 128 141 86 121 49
Gatekeeper 124 175 92 201 137 137
Meadow Brown 500 498 569 690 630 444
Small Heath 181 76 16 1 0 0
WEEKLY TOTALS 1553 1445 1252 1386 1522 1033
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BEACON HILL 2011 - FIGURES BY SECTION

Species 1 2 3 4 5 6 Total
Small/Essex Skipper 1 59 5 20 1 7 93
Dingy Skipper 3 3
Large Skipper 4 1 5
Grizzled Skipper 0
Clouded Yellow 0
Brimstone 0
Large White 10 13 1 1 3 27
Small White 55 36 4 13 2 17 127
Green-veined White 1 1
Orange-tip 3 3
Small Copper 1 2 3
Small Blue 0
Brown Argus 6 2 8
Common Blue 8 49 1 12 33 2 105
Chalkhill Blue 13 13
Adonis Blue 1 1
Holly Blue 4 4
Red Admiral 4 7 2 3 2 18
Painted Lady 0
Small Tortoiseshell 2 2 1 5
Peacock 1 1 1 3
Comma 0
Dark Green Fritillary 5 4 2 11
Speckled Wood 1 7 8
Wall 0
Marbled White 8 150 53 39 31 26 307
Gatekeeper 9 31 9 35 23 17 124
Meadow Brown 25 213 67 105 40 50 500
Small Heath 20 68 15 45 28 5 181
TOTAL  2011 144 676 156 278 163 133 1550
              2010 227 519 106 238 94 261 1445
              2006 149 420 163 94 113 182 1113
              2004 137 393 181 137 180 229 1257
              2003 228 424 143 245 264 218 1522
              2002 159 265 123 160 100 208 1015
              2001 180 278 126 198 169 279 1230
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MOTH TRAPPING IN ROTTINGDEAN

by Ian Squires

The following is a review and some of my own opinions and ideas of moth trapping in

Rottingdean. I was inspired to take up moth trapping by Alan Holden and would point out

that I have been doing this in a simple manner and not in a professional way or method.

I would consider the main points of trapping as follows:

Moths and for that matter all insects are indicators of the health of the local environment  and

also can give some indication of climate change. 

Many species of moths are abundant throughout the UK regardless of habitat so a decline in

numbers in any location would give cause for concern.

Moths that are classed as immigrants do not breed in the UK, but several species which were

considered as immigrants now are breeding in the UK and in some cases have started to

colonise.

The south coast is a good location  since most immigrants can only arrive from Europe, hence

a species which is expanding its range say across  France will in time reach the south coast.

I have only done one trapping on Beacon Hill and hence the following comments are based

mainly on results obtained at my home since 2005.

The results obtained on Beacon Hill confirmed  my thoughts on what

would be caught, very common species such as Large Yellow

Underwing and Willow Beauty.  Heart and dart were found

together with fairly common species such as Small Elephant Hawk.

This is what I expected since the site is composed of chalk grassland

with a variety of plants and trees nearby. It would require further

trapping to see if any coastal species are present such as Marbled Green and L-Album

Wainscot. Such species only occur along a narrow coastal strip extending a very short

distance inland, I do catch these species at  my home location so it would be interesting to see

if they are present and  breeding on the hill.

As stated I have been trapping and recording since 2005, and I would have to say there has

been a steady overall decline in the numbers recorded. The moth trapping season is fairly

short, say April to September and is dependant of conditions, moths do not like cold, wet

windy nights! In 2005  an average figure would be 75 moths per night  in July, this year it is

down to 40. 
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The good news is that many species are recorded year to year, this includes very abundant

moths such as Large yellow Underwing and also moths like L-album Wainscot which

might be breeding along the coast. Common species seem to be very consistent but some

immigrant species which are rare such as Striped Hawkmoths  which I recorded in 2005/6

have not been seen since.

Another example would be the Garden Tiger which at one time

was an abundant resident throughout the country, numbers have

been in decline for several years in particular in the south east. I

would normally catch 2 or  3 a night during its flight season, this

year none at all. A similar species is the Ruby Tiger which has two

broods in early and late summer, this year I got very few early on

and no second brood.

A favourite term to use for the decline in numbers is of course climate change. This could be

true for many species, although we might have warm summers colder winters and wet springs

will have a effect on hibernating larva, eggs and pupa which overwinter. The  point I would

make is that moths lay their  eggs on the food plant for the larva to feed on, such food plants

are often common weeds  such as dandelion, docks, common nettle etc, the general tidying of

gardens and waste spaces has reduced this type of habitat and this must effect  breeding

numbers.  As I said to people during the nature evening on Beacon Hill try and leave a little

area for weeds in the garden!

Another example would be Whiteways lane up from Chailey avenue. As a child 40 years ago

I remember walking up there seeing lots of butterflies and moths in the summer and

collecting Emperor moth larvae in the autumn, I now see very few, this I think is down to

the fact that sycamore trees are established and have taken over a large area of grassland. This

makes the continued work and conservation on Beacon Hill vital.   

My aim for next year (work permitting) would be several moth trappings on the hill and also

a survey to find out which moths are breeding on the chalkland plants growing there.

Confirmation of a immigrant species establishing a colony would add to the need for

continued conservation of the site.
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MISCELLANEOUS FINDS

By

Peter Whitcomb

At the end of April there were large numbers of Green

Longhorn moth and St Mark’s fly along the woodland edge

and particularly on the flowers of Alexanders.  An Emperor

Dragonfly was seen a couple of times hawking around in

early summer, also recorded were Ruddy Darter and

Migrant Hawker.

Some day-flying moths are generally quite common on

grassland, and this area proved to be no exception. Six-spot

Burnet and Cinnabar moths were the most numerous and the

most conspicuous, and the latter's yellow and black striped

caterpillars even more so.  Other moths noted from time to

time included Silver Y, Burnet Companion, Yellow Shell,

Mother Shipton, and Hummingbird Hawkmoth.

Pipistrelle Bats were seen along the edge of South Woods

during the moth evening. Its not often I take notice of beetles,

but two on the same day which posed for photographs were

Devil’s Coach-horse beetle and a Burying Beetle (shown

above) are worthy of a mention. Ladybirds were reported in

quite decent numbers, mainly Seven-spot, including a couple

of varieties of Harlequin Ladybird.

A postscript to 2010, news filtered through of sightings of

Wasp Spider, Roesel’s Bush Cricket and Long-winged Cone-head. These were all

photographed by Steven Munday and perhaps gives us an incentive for a better coverage of

miscellaneous insects in the future.
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THE FLORA

By Peter Whitcomb

Last year I was keen and wanted to see for myself all the

species which were found on the reserve, and therefore went

out of my way to keep an accurate list.  So plants in 2011 were

not quite as closely monitored as the previous year. Just five

new plants were found. Some Wild Parsnip could have been

overlooked last year, growing near the windmill.  Tansy

amongst the mix along the side of the allotments was not 

included in the list last year as it failed to flower. Also by the

allotments was a single flower of Pot Marigold, a ’garden

escape’, and in the grassy area not far away was a single plant

of Garden Asparagus, probably a direct escape from the

allotments. The fifth species was Bread Wheat, the common

name for the arable crop which does turn up from time to time.

The terrific displays of Viper's Bugloss alongside the

allotments that so many admired last year, failed to repeat and

only a single plant was seen.

Cowslips were particularly abundant this year, as was Round-

headed Rampion – also known as the Pride of Sussex. In late

summer there were complaints about the spread of Ragwort

which for once weren’t affected by the Cinnabar moth

caterpillars.

One thing I did notice was how quickly some of the flowers went over this year. This may

well have affected the butterfly numbers with the lack of nectar plants, especially late in the

season when the Knapweed was virtually finished. One of the better nectar plants is

Marjoram which does exist in the reserve, but in small numbers and not on the butterfly

counting route. Common Fleabane and Betony are two others which butterflies and insects

simply love, and sadly have not been recorded. 
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Once again there were colourful plants which

visitors to the reserve can appreciate - Sainfoin on

the western slope, with its pretty pink flowers; the

delicate lilac coloured Field and Small Scabious

and the deeper colours of Pyramidal Orchid and

the yellow flowers of Agrimony. Some of the

scarcer plants were found again, and included

Corn Gromwell, Bastard Toadflax and Star of

Bethlehem. Patches of Strawberry Clover did

well around the windmill base, and also in the

shorter grass near the café when the area was not

mown.

There were no additions to the plants and grasses listed as typical of Chalk Grassland 2A

category so the figure of 71 species recorded here at Beacon Hill LNR still stands, which is

69% of the total of 103. 

The revised Plant List now stands at 187 species, yet it is still strange that some common

plants are yet to be recorded here. As well as the two nectar plants mentioned above, they

include Forget-me-not, Common Centaury, Wild Basil and Petty Spurge, two of these being

specialist to Chalk Grassland.  As this list will in future be published in toto only every third

year, the full list to 2010 can be read in the 2010 Annual Report in the Grange Library or on

line at the Rottingdean Parish Council web site at www.rottingdean-pc.gov.uk.
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THE BIRDS

By Peter Whitcomb and Bob Webzell

Due to less regular visits by experts this is not a fully

comprehensive report, but we feature a new List which defines the

status and confirmed sightings notes for species found on the

Reserve during 2011.

It was thought that the numbers of breeding Skylark were lower than in recent years, and it

was suspected that some hopped over into the set-aside field bordering the western edge of

the LNR boundary. Just 3-5 pairs were thought to be nesting, whilst there were no spring

sightings of Meadow Pipit to indicate breeding here this year.

During the butterfly counting it was useful to note singing males of some of our summering

warblers, and also a good number of sightings of Swallows and House Martins probably

indicated breeding in Rottingdean or the surrounds. Of note was a late returning Swallow on

29 October. Kestrels were also noted on numerous occasions. It is hoped that a more fruitful

exploration of the wood next year will confirm many of the breeding species shown in the

following list:

BIRD SPECIES SEEN DURING 2011
Species Status and sightings
Sparrowhawk  probably breeding
Kestrel probably breeding
Merlin 31 Oct along western boundary
Pheasant occasional in South wood
Woodcock 5 Jan in South wood
Stock Dove breeding
Wood Pigeon breeding, some passage end Oct
Collared Dove probably breeding
Little Owl breeding
Great spotted Woodpecker one sighting North wood
Skylark 3-5 pairs breeding
Swallow migrant or local breeder, feeding over grassland
House Martin migrant, max 30 
Pied Wagtail occasional, max 9
Wren breeding
Dunnock breeding
Robin breeding
Whinchat passage migrant, 19 Aug
Wheatear passage migrant, peak 5 on 24 Sep, 2 on 13 Oct the last
Blackbird breeding
Song Thrush probably breeding
Mistle Thrush status uncertain, one sighting in Oct
Lesser Whitethroat 2 spring sightings on old allotments
Common Whitethroat c5 pairs breeding
Garden Warbler passage migrant, 1 singing 26 Apr
Blackcap probably bred South wood, 2 late birds on 29 Oct
Chiffchaff probably bred; autumn passage, max20 on 14 Sep
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Willow Warbler passage migrant
Goldcrest Jan/Oct sightings
Firecrest 19 Jan South wood
Long tailed Tit c2 pairs breeding
Blue Tit breeding
Great Tit breeding
Jay occasional
Magpie breeding
Jackdaw probably breeding
Rook breeding
Carrion Crow breeding
Starling probably breeding
House Sparrow occasional
Chaffinch probably breeding
Greenfinch breeding
Goldfinch breeding
Linnet breeding

OVERFLYING PASSAGE MIGRANTS, ETC
Cormorant overflyer 3 dates
Grey Heron overflyer 2 dates
Black headed Gull occasional
Herring Gull occasional
Lesser black backed Gull overflyer 2 dates
Swift 3 May to 1 Sep; max 90
Meadow Pipit 2 over 14 Sep, others in Oct. peak 12 on 13 Oct
Brambling 1 over west on 29 Oct
Siskin autumn passage, overflyers in Oct
Lesser Redpoll autumn passage, overflyers in Oct

Species seen during previous two years included: Fulmar, Hen Harrier, Peregrine, Green Woodpecker,
and Sand Martin.
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GEOPHYSICS ON BEACON HILL

By John Funnell
Archaeological Co-ordinator Brighton and Hove Archaeological Society

Beacon Hill is the location of two Neolithic long barrows, or ancient burial mounds. The hill
has remained virtually untouched by plough for many years, and has the potential to contain
important archaeological deposits dating to the prehistoric period. Another interesting fact is
the uncovering of a number of ‘warrior’ burials when the windmill was constructed. The fact
that it has remained downland for so long means that any archaeology may still be in-situ, and
virtually untouched. The only exception would be unrecorded incursions into the landscape
made during the Second World War, but now even that period in history is regarded as
archaeologically important. The potential for such preservation has motivated the Brighton
and Hove Archaeological Society to seek, and receive permission to undertake a major
geophysical study of the whole of the hill. It will be a large project taking several years, and
is a continuing high profile investigation high on the agenda of the Society.

The first survey conducted by the society was in 2005. One of the Brighton Downland rangers
had noticed subtle earthworks just north of the pitch and putt course. A survey was conducted
in this area and the results show a strange circular configuration. It is possible that this feature
is the site of a long lost windmill, as the images show a circle with a ‘tail’ which is a feature
of these buildings, or perhaps it maybe a beacon site associated with the name of the hill.
During the same year another survey was conducted on the west facing side of the hill. A
small depression has been cut into the hill a few metres north of a lynchet or old field
boundary. The images from this survey show an irregular feature of high resistance. High
resistance in resistivity surveying normally indicates walls or floors, but can on excavation
equally prove to be geological. (Images 1. and 2.)
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A second survey in 2006 focused on the west side of one of the
Neolithic long barrows, seeking evidence for ancient features
associated with the construction of the barrow. The results of the
small survey clearly indicated a circular configuration and a
small ditch running northwards (Image 3). 

It is possible that the feature is ancient but it was brought to the
attention of the Society that horses were trained in this vicinity,
and a compressed circular arrangement in that area maybe the
result of these activities. (Pers. Comm.. J.Cumming)

During 2009 sheep were allowed to graze on Beacon Hill and
the close cropping of the grass highlighted a circular feature
north of the Rottingdean windmill. The Brighton Downland
ranger, Mr David Larkin, informed the Society of his
observations and another resistivity survey was carried out.
During the survey a second circular feature was also noted and
this too was included in the survey. The results were extremely
interesting, and produced a series of both high resistivity
readings (walls or floor) and low resistivity readings (pits and
post holes). (Image 4.)

The surveys on Beacon Hill clearly indicate that the hill has a
fascinating selection of features. The collection of images is an
insight into archaeological remains lying beneath the turf. What
we do not know is exactly what they are, and how old they are.
They could be prehistoric or parts of the 20  century landscape.th

It will require an overall survey of the hill to really understand
and better interpret the hidden depths of Beacon Hill, and as mentioned earlier it will take
several years. The images will not have the ability to date any features noted, and some
excavation maybe required in the future to produce dating evidence for anomalies revealed.
The survey of Beacon Hill is constantly on the agenda of the Society and it was planned to
conduct a survey, commencing from the northern part of the gold course, in 2011.
Unfortunately the Society excavations at Stanmer have revealed a huge Romano-British
rubbish pit or midden, and the whole of the resources of the Society have been focussed in
that direction.

The Brighton and Hove Archaeological Society remain committed to the major programme of
investigation at Beacon Hill and will no doubt be present on the hill in the not too distant
future.
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BEACON HILL NATURE RESERVE

Page 23 of  27

BEACON HILL GRAZING AREAS
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