MILL HILL (the downs north of Old Shoreham) and the Chalkhill Blues

by Andy Horton (Adur Valley Biodiversity Network)

”The Shoreham Bank (Mill Hill) was nationally the most famous of all of the Sussex butterfly localities, yet its reputation was gained from just one phenomenon - the numbers and aberrations of the chalkhill blue butterfly, the archetypal downland butterfly that has been nationally celebrated on the bank since at least the 1820's after nearly two centuries of tradition, I have seen more than one aged lepidopterist's eyes fill with tears when discussing the insect's modern demise on those hills.“
(From “A Revised History of the Butterflies and Moths of Sussex” by Colin R Pratt.)
How many of the thousands of people who visit Mill Hill every year, to walk their dogs, fly model aeroplanes or just to get some of the fresh air, see what is around them?  The familiar becomes the common place, but we are lucky that such open places still exist and are not fenced off farmland or private property. 
Changes over the years
Mill Hill has changed in the last sixty eight years. Just before World War II, seven hunderd acres of the downs above Shoreham were presented by the Bridger family to the people of Shoreham. Since then a major road has carved from the southern end of Mill Hill and where there was bare hill in the cold snow-bound winter of 1963 a large sycamore woodland has grown in just ten years. The area of public land is now just twenty eight acres, more than half inaccessible and the chalkhill blue butterfly numbers have reduced by a massive 95% since 1948 and that unless the privet incursions are halted we look certain to experience further losses in the future. The largest day total on Mill Hill in 2003 was down to an estimated 3,000, and in 2004, this was down to 600. Numbers fluctuate from year to year. 
Chalkhill Blue
Mill Hill is not alone in experiencing massive declines in butterfly numbers. Historically, it was second only to Therfield in Hertfordshire for its chalkhill blue butterflies. Alas, in Therfield there seem to be an even greater decline to several hundred at the most. The chalkhill blue butterfly is only found in England in the southern counties on southern chalk downs in favourable conditions where its sole food plant horseshoe vetch grows.  Up until recently Dorset was the remaining hotspot but in the last few years they have experienced catastrophic declines at Purbeck, Fontmell and Ballard Down where the numbers are so low that a visitor may struggle to record double figures. On Mill Hill in a good year, on the day they emerge on the lower slopes, the walker would seem to have trouble avoiding stepping on the butterflies that emerge from the covering of herbs. There are still pockets of chalkhill blues on ungrazed land in Surrey (at Sharpenhoe), in Kent (at Trosley and other places), Devil’s Dyke (Newmarket, Suffolk), a few special sites in Dorset and a few other places in southern England. Mill Hill remains one of the foremost if not the best remaining site in England. One of the reasons is that the surviving herblands have not been grazed by cattle or sheep for at least two centuries. 
Downs

Traditionally and romantically, the south downs are thought of a place where sheep graze maintaining the pristine short sward that butterflies enjoy. Realistically, it is a patchwork landscape of agricultural plots that from time immemorial is divided up for a mixture of uses like pasture (grazing), hay meadow, arable land, chalk pits and land on the steep slopes that was so nutritionally poor that it was no good for farming.

Fortunately, many of these poor lands, like Mill Hill, were presented to the public because they were not economic for farming. The horseshoe vetch and many other wild chalkhill plants can only survive in these herblands that comprise less than 1% of the downs. These are the steep ungrazed slopes, areas around the chalk pits and the wider bridlepaths and footpaths that cross the downs.

Threats

The danger to the chalkhill blue butterfly is destruction of its habitat that it needs to survive. The most important factor is its food plant the horseshoe vetch. This slow spreading plant cannot be re-established with a butterfly population in a human lifetime and all surviving butterfly areas can trace a history of these butterflies for a century or more. The plant is destroyed completely by ploughing up the turf or herblands, under serious threat from the land being overgrown with woody plants or scrub in a natural process called “ecological succession and is destroyed by cattle grazing, modern levels of sheep grazing, as well as erosion, excessive human trampling and any means where the turf and herbs are disturbed or the nutrient level of the soil is increased. In the 1950s many of the chalk down wasteland was “improved” for farming by fertilisers and seeding with grasses. This wiped out the horseshoe vetch and many other wild plants and a prime example can be seen at Anchor Bottom at Upper Beeding. Management consists of removing the wild privet, thorn and dogwood, which are the initial scrub incursers without destroying the horseshoe vetch or at the same time. Ideally, the land is not disturbed or left in a state where the earth is simply seeded with more of the scrub seeds. 

Other Butterflies

Mill Hill and the surrounding areas support or are visited by at least thirty other species of butterflies. Some of these are immigrants like the colourful red admirals and painted ladies that visit gardens. However, the habitat is important for the survival of the rare and protected Adonis blue butterfly, the abundant common blues, the declining dusky skipper, wall browns, small heaths, grizzled skippers, marbled whites, brown argus butterflies, small skippers, large skippers and others. The small blue butterfly is present on a nearby road embankment. All these butterflies have food plants that need to be protected from harmful enterprises like scrub incursions, grazing, erosion and trampling.  



Grazing Myths (mainly Cattle)

It has been muted that grazing is good for blue butterflies. The idea seems to be that the cattle, or sheep, munch away at the right sort of plants and in the natural order of things and with correct “conservation” grazing everything will turn out right in the end. It never happens this way. Finding the right grazing levels is a trial and error process and with horseshoe vetch there is no room for error, because once destroyed it will take forever to return. 

Just about everything else about grazing on original chalk herblands is a myth as well. The most important factor is that by introducing cattle on to ungrazed land changes the nature of the fauna and flora. The exact the amount and nature of the change is what can be disputed. Cattle are not effective at preventing scrub incursions as they will not eat the woody growths until they eaten all the green stuff, and then maybe not at all. Poaching, leaving their hoof prints and muddying areas encourages unwanted thistles, thorn and all the plants that thrive in disturbed land get a chance to establish themselves at the expense of the diminutive chalkhill flora. Biodiversity is reduced by their eating, trampling and destroying many of the plants and their associated fauna like caterpillars. Even the dung enriches the land which is good for grasses but not for the herbs that require nutrient deficient land. And their dung includes residues of insect killing poisons that actually kill insects as they are designed to do. Even claims that the haphazard way that cattle graze that gives a mosaic of different vegetation heights is just fanciful language, and the different flora heights on pasture is more to do with the topography of the land than the cattle. 

Grazing is not only not beneficial to butterflies, on many occasions it can do permanent and irreversible harm. 

Quote:

“We must base future management planning for such sites on evidence-based procedures rather than on past experiences or broad ill-defined measures, such as is often quoted - 'after the removal of all scrub, graze the remaining turf short, thus making it floristically richer and everything else will fall into place'. It rarely happens that way, and a much more flexible and diverse planning procedure is needed.”

by K J Willmott
from the Surrey/SW London branch of Butterfly Conservation Butterfly and Moth Report for 2003


Subplots

Chalkhill Blue

The chalkhill butterfly is a butterfly almost exclusively of the chalk downs. It has a single brood that emerges in late July with the maximum numbers usually at the beginning of August.  They peak numbers only occur for less than a week. The numbers steadily decline and by September there will only a dozen or so fluttering around on Mill Hill.   The small green caterpillars feed on the horseshoe vetch leaves from April to June. They then pupate into the chrysalid stage for about a month before most of the butterflies emerge in one week. 

The adult male chalkhill blues are pale blue and the females are brown.  They can be confused with holly blue butterflies that are seen around holly and ivy in town and the common blue butterfly that is abundant on the upper slopes of Mill Hill and this is the usual common blue butterfly found on the Lancing Ring meadows 

Horseshoe Vetch

The horseshoe vetch is a small plant that flowers in May and on Mill Hill the prostrate form will show as a large yellow expanse covering more than four acres and can be seen from a half a mile away. In southern England it grows exclusively on poor quality chalk soils where it enjoys a competitive advantage over grasses and more vigorous “weeds”. It contains a poison which means that it is eschewed by rabbits and the threat to its existence by grazing is by trampling, erosion, and fertilisers, natural or artificial.  Grazing encourages ruderal plants which destroy the smaller herbs by more vigorous growth and shading out the horseshoe vetch which thrives in the sunshine. 
It can be confused with a superficially similar small plant called bird’s foot trefoil which is more widespread and is not so fussy about where it grows. 
Not all habitats of horseshoe vetch will support chalkhill blue butterflies. It is also the sole food plant of the Adonis blue butterfly and first choice food plant of the dusky skipper. 

























Brief History of Mill Hill



  Mill Hill is first recorded as famous for butterfly collecting especially the chalkhill blue. This hobby persisted until late Victorian times.

1930s   Second heyday of butterfly collecting on Mill Hill. 

1936 or 1937   Mill Hill presented to the public of Shoreham.

Mill Hill closed to the public for military uses.

1948    The population of chalkhill blues estimated at 50,000. Third heyday of butterfly collecting commences. 

1950s   Cattle introduced for a short period to the upper slopes of Mill Hill.  This caused the hawthorn scrub in the north-west

1960s   Most of the hill was still bare of scrub. The first concerns were expressed about the decline of the butterflies.

The massive disruption caused by the construction of the new road encouraged a sycamore wood that destroyed over 65% of the chalkhill slopes.

My count an estimate of the chalkhill blue butterflies put the peak day total at about 3,000. Wild privet is making serious incursions into the important lower slopes. 





Important Butterflies of Mill Hill and their Food Plants

Chalkhill blue:  horseshoe vetch
Adonis blue:   horseshoe vetch
Dingy skipper:  horseshoe vetch and bird’s foot trefoil
Common blue:   bird’s foot trefoil
Brown argus:  meadow crane’s-bill
Grizzled skipper:   creeping cinquefoil
Small heath:   fescues and other grasses
Wall brown:  tor grass, cock’s foot and other grasses
Marbled white:   red and other fescues, tor grass and other grasses
Meadow brown:  fescues and other grasses
Gatekeeper:  bents, fescues and other grasses








Some plants to look out for:

Horseshoe vetch
Bird’s foot trefoil
Round-headed rampion
Field scabious
Pyramidal orchid
Common spotted orchid
Milkwort
Yellow wort
Autumn gentian (or felwort)
Dropwort
Stemless (or dwarf) thistle
Carline thistle
Musk thistle
Fairy flax
Devil’s bit Scabious
Greater knapweed
Wild basil
Dog violet
Hairy violet
Eyebright
Squinancywort
Harebell
  



















PHOTO CAPTIONS

All photographs by Andy Horton (unless indicated otherwise) 

File Name:  Chalkhill063.jpg
The male chalkhill blue can be discovered off the downs in its search of nectar plants, fluttering over half a mile over from Mill Hill. 

File Name:  ChalkhillFemaleBlue-H2.JPG
The female chalkhill blue is brown and it is surprisingly well hidden crawling over or hiding amongst short grass and herbs.

File Name:   ChalkhillBlue-O.psd
Chalkhill blue    (outline butterfly picture)

File Name:  VETCH072E.JPG
The lower slopes of Mill Hill in May, showing the expanse of horseshoe vetch 

File Name:  HshoeVetch6346_RH.jpg
The lower slopes of Mill Hill in May, showing the expanse of horseshoe vetch 
(Photograph by Ray Hamblett)

File Name:  Vetch019.jpg
Horseshoe vetch, prostrate form, Hippocrepis comosa. 




