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View across the Common in the 1960’s 

 
If the village of Semley has an outstanding feature it has to be its Common, parts of which have acquired names of 
their own over the years - Gutch Common, Sem Hill, East End and Miles Common.  As a whole, it stretches for the 
best part of a mile in most directions from the church, amounts to 10% of Semley’s 3,000 acres and harnesses 
streams, coppices, wildlife and beautiful views, 
 
Ambrose Copse on Gutch Common is ancient semi natural woodland (administered by the Woodland Trust) 
comprising oak, ash and hazel with an alder coppice. Ground flora includes bluebells, wild garlic, lesser celandine, 
wood anemone, wild daffodil and dog’s mercury, ferns and brackens.  A small stream runs along the bottom of the 
wood through the south eastern edge.   
 
With a variety of habitats, the Common is home to a wide range of wildlife: speckled wood, meadow brown and 
orange tip butterflies; great spotted woodpecker, tree creeper, bullfinch, garden warbler, chiffchaff and the nationally 
rare willow tit. 

 

      
 

Gutch Common mid 1900’s and 2012 
 
Gutch Common is a Site of Special Scientific Interest in an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty.  The origin of the 
name Gutch is a mystery.  First recorded by Andrews & Dury on their 1773 map, it is possibly a surname - there are 
some Gutch wills for Tisbury and the Donheads at the Wiltshire Archives - but has not been found in any surname 
dictionaries. 

 
Queen Elizabeth 1 gifted the Manor of Semley to Matthew Arundell of Wardour in 1572 at which time most of the 
Common had already been enclosed; by 1839 it covered around 300 acres and has remained much the same ever 
since.  Although all the farms in the village have since been sold, the freehold of the Common still remains in the 
ownership of Arundell’s descendents. 
 
When farms were sold, the leases retained their right to graze animals on the Common.  The details of these leases 
varied but originally would have included cattle, horses, sheep, pigs and possibly even geese.  By the 20

th
 century, 

the terms of the leases restricted farms on the higher land (to the south of the church) to graze sheep at a rate of 
about 5 to the acre, while those who farmed the lower land (generally to the west of the church) to 1 cow or horse to 
the acre.   
 
Each farm on the lower land held up to a dozen leases and by the mid 20

th
 century, those not required by the farmer 

were usually sold by auction at Shaftesbury Market.  The value of the leases varied between £1and £2 each. 
 

 
 



  

 
 

2012 - looking towards the village from the Donhead Road, St Leonard’s tower just visible  
 
To keep the animals from wandering outside the parish boundary, there were some 16 gates where lanes and roads 
crossed the Common.  Every gate had a name - Haystone, Whorestone, New Close etc.  Stock Lane Gate, which led 
off the main road between Shaftesbury and Warminster to Sedgehill, was still in use until the outbreak of WW11.   
 
A large metal and timber gate, about 12 feet wide and hung on a massive post, it was opened and closed for each 
passing motorist during daylight hours by Walter Marchant.  It was the custom to thank him by throwing out a small 
coin; naturally it was in his financial interest to close the gate as soon as the vehicle has passed, even if there were 
no cattle in the area at the time!  After dark, motorists had to open and close the gates themselves. 
 
Another “guardian of a gate”, albeit for only one night a year, was Fred Knight, one time Woodman on Pythouse 
estate and Semley Parish Clerk.  He wrote “Once a year I used to shut the gates for one night across the road to 
Pythouse at the Church Green end.  People had to pay a penny to walk through.  Also once a year, Lord Francis 
Arundell used to ride his horse over Gutch Common.  I used to see him get out of his carriage to do this.  My own 
father built his house on Gutch Common.  He paid sixpence a year quit rent”. 
 
In 1939 everything changed.  The gates were taken down to allow Army vehicles, British and American, to move 
without hindrance.  The gates were never replaced after the War.  Around this time, some of the cattle that grazed 
the Common were owned by dealers who had no farming connection to the village and although they were supposed 
to be branded on the rump, many carried no ownership markings.   
 
The theory was that cattle with no right to be there would be put in the pound in the centre of the village but nobody 
wanted the job of herding them into the small walled pen, feeding them or identifying their owners. To the majority of 
Semley’s farmers, these cattle on the Common were becoming an increasing nuisance; the animals created 
problems when local dairies had to cross the Common at milking times. Many of the horses belonged to travelling 
gypsies who often denied owning them and who’s wandering habits, as often as not, put them outside the reach of 
the law. 
 
Before the 1952 grazing season began, the leaseholders pooled their common holdings and formed a committee to 
run everyday matters. Grazing rights could only be purchased from those in charge with the reasoning that all the 
owners would then be known. New rules were added, tuberculosis tested cattle only were allowed, water troughs 
installed and a Common “walker” appointed who had the almost impossible job of monitoring the many animals 
spread over a large area.  But the sight of cattle and horses on Semley Common was coming to an end. Within 
another ten years the committee was wound up, defeated as much by lack of interest from the leaseholders as by the 
increase in traffic.     

 
 
 
There was a time when the Common was 
undoubtedly a commercial asset to the 
villagers, but those days have long since 
gone.  
 
While the open spaces in the centre of the 
village are attractive and some of the larger 
areas are mown for hay these days, without 
fencing the land cannot be properly farmed 
and the narrow strips along the highways 
make fencing unviable. 
 
 
 
 

          The Common, shaded in green, stretches for the best 
                part of a mile in most directions from the church 
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