
Many of you will have noticed the expanse of Common Spotted Orchids in 
front of All Saints church last June. Fewer will have spotted the tiny flowers 
of Pellitory of the Wall on the north wall of East Chiltington church or the 
three different types of Violet at St Michael’s. 

Unploughed and unsprayed, churchyards provide important habitats for 
plant species, many of which have become scarce in the developed, and 
often intensively farmed, surrounding areas.

One of the current projects of the Sussex Botanical Society is to survey 
churchyards, cemeteries and burial grounds. The aim is to audit these plots, 
to identify the most important and interesting, and to encourage good 
practice for the preservation and enhancement of their plant communities. 
The Plumpton & East Chiltington Wildlife & Habitat Group members 
contributed to this project by surveying our three local churches over the 
course of 2016. We visited each churchyard three times, in May, July and 
September, hoping that we would capture all of the early and late flowering 
species. The approach was straightforward: we simply walked around the 
churchyards, noting the different habitats – grassland, hedgerow, scrub, 
walls – and recording all the plants we saw in flower. We recorded trees and 
native and naturalised species, but not any obviously planted species on 
graves. We also recorded any wildlife we spotted – including frogs at East 
Chiltington and All Saints. 

What did we find?
All Saints has the highest number of different plants – 110 compared with 
87 at East Chiltington and 76 at St Michael’s. In general, the greater diversity 
of plants, the better for wildlife: plant diversity encourages bees, butterflies, 
moths, spiders and millipedes, birds and mammals.

Many butterflies are quite specific about the plants they feed or lay eggs 
on. For example, the Common Blue butterfly feeds on the nectar of a wide 
range of plants but mainly lays its eggs on Common Bird’s Foot Trefoil. Look 
out for the bright yellow flowers of this low-growing plant amongst the 
older gravestones at All Saints. It is also known as ‘Eggs and Bacon’, due to its 
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egg- yellow flowers and reddish, bacon-coloured flower buds. This plant, which 
flowers between May and Sept, is common at All Saints, but we didn’t find it at 
the other churches. No Bird’s Foot Trefoil plants, no Common Blue butterflies.
We found Cuckoo Flower at all three churchyards, and Garlic Mustard at All 
Saints and East Chiltington. These spring-flowering plants are the main larval 
food plants for the Orange Tip Butterfly, one of our earlier butterflies, flying 
between April and June.

Although Bluebells are common in the woodlands of Plumpton and East 
Chiltington, we found the true native Bluebells only at All Saints. Those at St 
Michael’s are the common hybrid between native and Spanish bluebells. We 
recorded Cowslips at All Saints and St Michael’s but not at East Chiltington.  
Other spring-flowering plants to look out for are Sweet Violets (East Chiltington 
and St Michael’s, Feb to May), Lords-and-Ladies (common at all three 
churchyards from April to June) and Cow Parsley (all three churchyards,  
from May). 

A month or so later, the Common Spotted Orchids at All Saints will begin 
flowering. 

How can we preserve and enhance our churchyards? 
A churchyard managed with sympathy for wildlife can be attractive to people, 
as well as a haven for plants and animals. East Chiltington churchyard has been 
managed for conservation and biodiversity since early 2015. The old graveyard 
and the verge beneath the flint wall are not mown or strimmed until the end of 
summer, when plants have set seed. We recorded more plant species in 2016 
than in a previous survey in 2010. Visit the churchyard in mid-summer – the 
long grass studded with white ox-eye daisies, yellow catsear, purple knapweed 
and humming with bees, it is indeed a place to ‘rest in peace’. 

The Sussex Botanical Society churchyards survey continues. 152 Sussex 
churchyards have been surveyed, with around 100 more to go. Jacqui Hutson 
and Kate Gold will be surveying Clayton, Ditchling, Wivelsfield and Westmeston 
churchyards this year. Please get in touch with either Jacqui (jacqueline.
hutson@btinternet.com) or Kate (kategold24@gmail.com) if you wish to help.
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