
 In-Common Sites

Walking the boundary of Mousehold Heath with local historian Trevor Nuthall, I am 
guided into the vicinity of an old boundary post. We scan around for a few moments 
to locate the marker. The mossy green surfaces of iron post and concrete wall merge, 
acting much like a camouflage. Generations of autumnal fall, year on year, have also 
conspired to bury the pillar in detritus, effectively erasing the ‘mouse’ from the heath’s 
placename. Atop the marker, conjoined arrows indicate a change of direction in both the 
boundary line and our proceeding perambulation.  Observing boundaries is significant 
to my companion. It is his professed reason for walking this route up to the ruins of the 
medieval chapel of St William, a site of Trevor’s particular historical interest. Later, as 
we ramble around the earthworks, he voices an aversion to cutting across the enclosure 
banks, as though walking through long-gone walls would in some way besmirch the 
remains of the past. I agree with his sentiment but also recognise that the ability not 
to meander across a border lies in the careful attention of his eye steeped in local 
knowledge. Without his guidance, I may have unwittingly stumbled on.
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Images 1 & 3. Boundary Marker on Mousehold Heath. Wastes and Strays Aug 2021. Images by Siobhan O’Neill. 
Image 2. Boundary Path, Mousehold Heath. Wastes and Strays. Sept 2021. Image by Siobhan O’Neill

Sign at St William’s chapel with eathworks plan, Mousehold Heath. Wastes and Strays Aug 2021. Image by Siobhan O’Neill. 
Boundary Stone marking a corner of the chapel enclosure, Mousehold Heath. Wastes and Strays. Aug 2021. Image by Siobhan O’Neill



‘Going the Bounds’, as Trevor and I were lightly enacting along the perimeter of 
Mousehold Heath, is a ritual of longstanding tradition in Norwich, as it is across 
England. An annual custom stretching back at least to medieval times, the procession 
around the parish borders served both as a religious rite to protect the harvest and a 
means to impress on the community where the boundary lay. As the feudal system 
declined, parishes were given increasing powers to organise and control many aspects 
of community life. Parochial responsibility grew to encompass a range of civic activity, 
from the upkeep of roads and paths to the maintenance of law and order and the 
administration of poor relief to the provision of communal festivities. Norwich, at the 
time, comprised numerous small parishes, some wealthy and others not. So defining 
the limits of a parish was important for residents’ understanding of their bonds of civic 
responsibility and the collection of church taxes to fund its execution. 

Group outside the Church of  St Clement, Ipswich before setting off to Beat the Bounds of the parish in 1895. 
Image reproduced with thanks to the Ipswich Historic Churches Trust. 

Before maps were commonplace, the precise orientation of the parish perimeter was 
lodged in the memories of the oldest parishioners. So, the rite served as a physical 
mnemonic, performed through a communal walking the borderline and beating 
the boundary markers with stripped willow wands. Or, more unusually to today’s 
sensibilities, with the heads of children turned upsidedown, in order to knock local 
knowledge into the memories of the young.  In the picture above, taken in the 
neighbouring county of Suffolk, you can see parishioners holding these willow rods 
before setting out to walk. The striking movement characterised the widespread title for 
the procession as Beating the Bounds. But, local historian David Berwick records ‘Going 
the Bounds’ and ‘Perambulation’ were more favoured terms in Norwich (Berwick, 2007).

My preamble into boundary beating may prove a detour. What I want to pick up on 
is the suggestion of an anticipatory purpose to Going the Bounds and turn it towards 
the issue of protecting the (heath)land. Writing in “Beating the Bounds in Georgian 
Norwich” (2007), Berwick suggests the generation of a “memory map” in the minds 
of citizens anticipated the negotiation and settlement of future territorial disputes. A 
significant concern, I suggest, at a time ripe with land encroachments through acts of 
enclosure.   



John Crome Mousehold Heath c. 1818-20. Reproduced via Wikimedia Commons

The siting 
of medieval 
settlements, 
with their parish 
perimeters, 
around the edges 
of the heathland, 
may in some 
part account for 
the preservation 
of Mousehold’s 
boundaries in the 
medieval period.

However, significant changes were ushered in during the early nineteenth century, 
when the heath was carved up under various Enclosure Acts. Where the former extent 
of Mousehold Heath covered around 6000 acres, it currently stands at 184 acres. 
The 1801 Act alone is thought to have enclosed around 1000 acres. By 1838, various 
encroachments had reduced the Norwich City portion of the heath by half.  

The map here illustrates 
subsequent erosions of the 
heathland. Created by Wastes 
and Strays researcher Sarah 
Collins, it charts encroachments 
on the land from 1880 to the 
present day. Zoom in on the 
fan-shaped area marked with 
trees. It is identified as ‘legal’ 
Mousehold on the map’s key. 
The term was used by the 
Church Commissioners of 
Norwich Cathedral when in 
1864, they offered ownership 
of the 184 acres to the Citizens 
of Norwich. You may recall 
the legal battles over the 
common rights exercised by 
the Pockthorpe community, 
which were discussed in the #2 
Signs article. The struggle was 
concluded in 1884 when the 
City Corporation enclosed the 
common to create a people’s 
park. This area remains the 
extent of Mousehold Heath.  Mousehold Heath Erosion Map by Dr Sarah Collins, Wastes and Strays, 2021. 



Subsequent losses of heathland are marked by the various colours and styles of hatching. 
Encroachments between 1880 and 1914 include the land obtained by the War Office 
to build Britannia Barracks in 1884 and the Home Office to build a prison in 1885. 
Commons, as ‘places of isolation’, regularly became sites for hospitals, workhouses 
and prisons; and the military use of such land was longstanding. Now, look under the 
hatching of yellow dots and blue parallel lines to make out the roads and cul-de-sacs 
of suburban spread. It illustrates the incursions of inter-war (1918-1939) and post-war 
(1945-1960) housing developments. Notice, also, the ‘other open space’ depicted on 
the map. Marked in green fleck instead of green trees, it represents land not included 
in the original title of the park. Skirting the edges of the heath, these areas do not lie 
under the protection of the Mousehold Conservators or the jurisdiction of the byelaws. 
Nevertheless the land remain as green space today, although the continuance may be  
more precarious. 

The map helps demonstrate how urban commons’ boundaries were, and still are, not 
static. Borders change over time; common land has been eroded, but there are instances 
where areas have been added. In the fluctuation, I wonder whether urban common 
visitors might also unwittingly wander across borders? When walking the dog or riding 
a bike, is attention paid to the crossings over between Mousehold Heath and the ‘other 
open space’? For where boundaries reflect the legal status of the land, its terms of 
ownership and regulation, on the ground perceptions can be very different. 
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Find Out More
David Berwick “Beating the Bounds in Georgian Norwich” (2007)

Returning to my walk with Trevor, I noticed how he perceived where by-gone borders 
ran amid entangled woodland. Despite there being few tangible traces, he seemed to 
sense their presence. A shift in sensory experience often marks residents’ descriptions 
of their passage from city street to common green. “You always have this moment when 
you dive in and (breathes in deeply), ahh, this freshness”.  “It feels just warmer and more 
peaceful”. Where the map inscribes the border as a solid line, on foot, it is perceived 
through our bodily senses more as a threshold. A place where experience starts to 
change. Some thresholds are bold and sudden, while others blur in gradual transition.  
So as I continue to walk the bounds, I travel through thresholds where the city and 
the common commingle - where urban graffiti adorns tree trunks and branches grow 
through fences. 

Boundary Walks, Mousehold Heath. Images by Siobhan O’Neill. Wastes and Strays, 2021. 


