
 In-Common Sites

Back in the eighteenth-century parish of Clifton, between the years 1730 and 1735, 
the parish vestry paid for the destruction of ten foxes, a polecat, a kite and at least 
109 hedgehogs. Wild animals that roamed the Downs and neighbouring fields were 
considered plentiful and a nuisance to farmers. So fair reward was offered to anyone 
who could snare one. This titbit of past human-animal relations appeared in a paper 
given by John Latimer to the Clifton Antiquarian Club in 1900. His presentation 
examined a 1746 plan of the Parish of Clifton, which identified the boundaries and 
ownership of enclosed fields alongside the commons of Durdham and Clifton Downs. 
Just like the Brighton map we explored a few weeks ago, the boundary lines were finely 
drawn. But in reality, the distinctions were more blurred. “Some of the enclosed fields 
are known to have been in as unimproved a condition as was the open down to the west 
of them” (Latimer 1900). The furze, better known as gorse, was “abundant” in common 
and field, while non-human inhabitants meandered oblivious to human-made borders.

Polecat. Image by Karen Bullock. 25 Jul 2015. flickr

  #3 Wildlife

For Britain’s wildlife, the 
enclosure and improvement 
of land for agricultural 
use resulted in the loss of 
natural habitats. Yet, the 
human persecution of species 
regarded as vermin equally 
contributed to the significant 
decline in the nation’s wildlife. 

Latimer attributed the paid destruction of Clifton’s wild creatures to the “instigation” of 
local farmers. From the number of exterminations, the hedgehog appears to have been 
a particularly virulent beast. Indeed, it was a common misapprehension of the time that 
these bristled urchins supped on the milk of cows as they lay on the ground in slumber.

Town Moor Cows. Image by students at the Newcastle School of Architecture. 
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Hedgehog. Image by Mark Fletcher. 25 Jul 2009.  flickr
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They say they milk the cows and when they lye

Nibble their fleshly teats and make them dry

But they who’ve seen the small head like a hog

Rolled up to meet the savage of a dog

With mouth scarce big enough to hold a straw

Will ne’re believe what no none ever saw.

A hedgehog by Edward Lear (1812-1888. Image reproduced with thanks to Houghton Library, Harvard University (MS Typ 55.12 (8)). 
Text fom The Hedgehog by John Clare. 

The elimination of wild mammals and birds was not simply carried out at local 
instigation. In church records across the UK are accounts of payments for the systematic 
slaughter of native creatures. Under Tudor legislation, which persisted into the mid-
nineteenth century, landowners and labourers were legally compelled to kill ‘vermin’ 
deemed a threat to agricultural production. The Vermin Acts obliged parishes to raise 
a levy to pay bounties for the heads of various species officially branded as undesirable. 
Animals like the polecat, weasel and hedgehog, as well as the crow, starling, kingfisher 
and woodpecker, were on the list. Introduced in a time of food shortages, communities 
may have backed the measures. Still, parishes who failed to meet these obligations 
were punished with fines. Where the force of law corralled, financial gains lured. A 
kite or polecat could fetch remuneration of one penny, and the bounty on the head of a 
hedgehog rose to four pennies. Equivalent to the average daily wage of an agricultural 
worker, the hedgehog premium proved an enticing incentive to weigh the balance 
against the hog. As Roger Lovegrove discovered in his comprehensive analysis of parish 
accounts, half a million bounties were paid for hedgehog heads between 1660 and 1800. 
By the early nineteenth century, payments for vermin in parish accounts had tapered 
off. Principally, Lovegrove suggests, due to the consolidation of land into large estates in 
which gamekeepers took over the role of pest control. 

Follow the Leader. 20 Oct 2015. Image by Matt Gibson. Online image: flickr. Image of Bristol Murmuration, an sculpture installation on 
Durdham Downs created by local residents with artist  Zoe Cameron (2015). 

The sustained persecution of vermin species led to a catastrophic decline in populations. 
The polecat, pine martin and wild cat all declined to a critically endangered level. The 
red kite became extinct in England in 1871 and in Scotland in 1879. 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/41308227@N00/22339089375


Today, improved understanding of animal behaviour wards off the misconceptions 
that characterised many creatures as undesirable pests. But where superstitions of 
milk stealing now hold little sway, the existence of the hedgehog remains precarious. 
According to the State of Britain’s Hedgehog report (2018), our hog population has 
fallen by one third since the start of this century. Unsurprisingly, like many of her 
generation, my teenage daughter has never seen a hedgehog alive. Analysis in The State 
of Nature report (2019) found that 26% of mammal species are at risk of disappearing 
altogether. Overall, 41% of wildlife species have decreased in number since 1970, 
while just 26% have increased. Reasons for the hedgehog’s demise - habitat loss and 
fragmentation, the use of chemical pesticides and fertilisers, road and garden injuries all 
point to relations with humans. Yet surprisingly, it seems this much-loved mammal fares 
better in urban environments. Where hedgehogs are down by 50% in rural areas, the 
drop reduces to 30% in urban areas. More significantly, hog numbers are on the increase 
in some urban habitats where they are still present. Today then, our prickly friends may 
well have a greater chance of thriving on The Downs, Bristol than in rural Somerset.
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The future for the hedgehog illustrates one of many reasons why urban green spaces play 
an important role in biodiversity preservation. But against the rise in the privatisation 
of public land, do urban communities need to think more about how these green spaces 
might be best protected for the future?

River Avon from Clifton Downs, Bristol. Photochrom Print c1890-1900. Reproduced with thanks to the 
Library of Congress Prints and Photographs division Washington, D. C. 
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