
 In-Common Sites

 #2 Signs

Signage in public spaces often instructs us what to do and what not to do. ‘Pedestrian 
Crossing’. ‘No Cycling’. ‘Alcohol-Free Zone’. Some signs are text-based, employing bold 
typography and bright colours to draw your eye, while others use symbols to convey 
their message. Whatever the format, these visual instructions aim to direct how we act 
in public space - on our streets and in our parks. The attraction for many city dwellers of 
visiting an urban common is its qualities of ‘naturalness’ or ‘wildness’. The offer of escape 
from the constraints of the city. Yet, here to signs signal how visitors are to interact with 
the common and with each other in these shared spaces. 

Historically, such byelaws came into play when commons were transformed into public 
parks under local authority jurisdiction. Mousehold Heath is a prime example of the 
Victorian movement to create public or people’s parks. The parks movement developed 
in response to the extensive enclosure of green spaces that had already taken place and 
to promote the health benefits of fresh air for inhabitants of densely populated cities. 
Yet, the creation of parks also came new forms of regulation. The establishment of  
Mousehold Heath as a park in 1884 was accompanied by a host of byelaws, banning: 
squatters and carpet beaters - brawling and throwing sticks - indecent language and 
quoits. 

Walking around urban 
green spaces, you may 
find signs to direct 
your journey along a 
particular path or to 
draw your attention to a 
local history or habitat. 

You will also come across signs that symbolise the byelaws that regulate the site. Byelaws 
are local laws made by the local council and indicated something to be done or not done 
in a specific area. ‘Please clean up after your dog’. ‘No Kite Flying’. ‘BBQs are prohibited’. 
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Traditionally, common land afforded local people common rights - to forage, pasture 
their animals, hang out laundry, hunt and fish, collect wood or quarry stone and gravel. 
Subsistence activities that typically bolstered working-class livelihoods. Understandably, 
then, the enclosure of Mousehold Heath was hotly contested, especially by the 
neighbouring community of Pockthorpe, who had established economic independence 
through a gravel-digging and brickmaking monopoly. 

To contemporary ears, such restrictions may sound excessive and somewhat bizarre. But 
take a look at the editorial letter below from 1889, and you will see that the “insufferable 
nuisance of carpet beating” on waste ground was a matter of grave concern to certain 
Victorian ears.  

As a site of recreation, outside the jurisdiction of the city corporation, the Heath also 
hosted boxing matches and dogfights, unruly fairs and wakes, hunting and gambling.  
All perceived as unseemly pursuits by the middle-class citizens who now exercised civic 
control over the newly instituted park. So, their legislation of byelaws can been seen as a 
move to police working-class “rough” culture and independent industry and to channel 
the public towards middle-class ideals of respectable leisure (see MacMaster, 1990).

Trewell Map 1598. Thanks to Norfolk Record Office for permission to use this map. 

Newcastle Evening Chronicle. Saturday 18 May 1889. 



Of course, not everyone plays by the rules. The occasional Saturday night rave on 
my neighbouring urban common is perceived by some as anti-social behaviour, an 
unreasonable annoyance with regard to noise and litter. Yet, one resident enjoyed the 
surprise of a Sunday morning encounter with a vast tower of bass bin speakers trundling 
down a muddy slope as the party dismantled. Other rule-breaking is more subtle, 
potentially inadvertent, as regulations reign in seemingly everyday practices. I wonder 
whether the restriction on removing any part of a plant on Mousehold Heath keeps the 
blackberry pickers at bay?

Dr Siobhan O’Neill June 2021

Today, public behaviours are often regulated through confinement to designated areas 
with byelaws controlling any overspill. Horse riding, cycling, camping and playing ball 
games are a few of the leisure activities restricted by law to designated routes or areas of 
the Heath. Byelaws also aim to negotiate how people share this common space. So, kite 
flyers and skateboarders, singers and musicians are reminded not to “give reasonable 
grounds for annoyance of other persons”. However, it is not only humans who inhabit 
urban commons, and environmental protections equally feature to conserve other 
species and materials. There are byelaws to prevent hunting, setting traps or laying 
snares and removing stone, soil, turf or plant, shrub or tree.
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