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 attraction of Greek life: the song O 
Kaimos epitomised this for her, and 
was one of her choices of music for 
her memorial service.  Lorna and 
Derek also visited New Zealand on a 
number of occasions, where her 
daughter had moved, and took great 
interest in the plants there.  
Retirement did not slow her down 
and in addition to maintaining her 
botanical interests she was a 
National Trust volunteer, a 
Speedwatch community volunteer 

and very much involved in her garden 
and keeping up with her family, 
extending to great grandchildren. 
 

She was good company at botanical 
meetings, generous with information 
regards records, caring and 
hospitable.  She will be much missed, 
and we send our condolences to 
Derek, her children and their families. 
 

GEOFFREY KITCHENER 

PHOTOGRAPHIC COMPETITION 2018 
 

Details and rules of the Photographic Competition were published in 
the Yearbook. The deadline for submission of images for this year’s 
competition is 21st August. Please send your photos to Ken Southall, 
Aspen Cottage, Nettlestead, Ipswich, Suffolk IP8 7BB 
 

Start taking your photos now! 

The General Data Protection 
Regulation comes into force on 25 
May 2018 and will apply to WFS as 
an organisation which collects, stores 
and uses personal data, in particular 
the names and addresses of 
members.  The Executive Committee 
has been looking at the implications 
of this.  In particular, we have had to 
identify our lawful bases for 
processing data.  We consider that 
these are legitimate interests and 
legal obligations.  Legitimate 
interests can be those of the WFS or 
your interests as members.  It is 
appropriate where people’s data is 
used in ways they would reasonably 
expect and have minimum privacy 

impact.  This would, for example, 
cover using members’ addresses to 
send them our Magazine.  The main 
example of a legal obligation is the 
responsibility we have to retain 
records in support of our claims for 
Gift Aid payments from HMRC.   
 

A full explanation of how we look 
after personal data and your rights in 
relation to this will be included in our 
Privacy Notice to be published on our 
website by 25 May.  A paper copy 
can be obtained from me and any 
other queries should be referred to 
me. 
 

ROBIN BLADES 

WFS AND DATA PROTECTION 
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 PRESIDENT’S LETTER 

Last summer I had great pleasure 
from walking along the beaches of 
Dorset. One of the most intriguing 
features is the 29 kilometre long 
pebble strand of Chesil Beach with its 
pebbles gradually reducing in size 
from east to west. I was interested to 
find a rich maritime flora along the 
inner edge of the beach and spent 
several days enjoying this flora. It 
was at its best in July and this would 
be a good time for a visit if you are 
interested in the botany. There were 
huge areas of Sea Kale (Crambe 
maritima) often mixed with Yellow 
Horned-poppy (Glaucium flavum) 
with its long curved fruit capsules. 
The Sea Campion (Silene uniflora) 
forms large mats ornamented by its 
white flowers. Two of the most 
attractive plants of the strands are 
Common Mallow (Malva sylvestris) 
and Sea Bindweed (Calystegia 
soldanella) with its attractive striped 

pink flowers. On earlier visits the 
attractive displays of Thrift or Sea 
Pink (Armeria maritima) were at their 
very best last year. These are all 
common species, but all of them play 
an important ecological role in the 
stabilisation of our coast lines.  
 
My only regret on these walks was 
the unacceptable amount of plastic 
littering the coast despite all the 
efforts of local citizens to keep it 
clean. I am heartened by the efforts 
of our local organisation ‘Turn Lyme 
Green’ to have our small town 
declared as a plastic-free area. I am 
sure on your wild flower trips you too 
come across plastic and I urge us all 
to be active in the growing community 
and political efforts to reduce the use 
of plastic worldwide. 
 

GHILLEAN PRANCE 

Copy date for Summer Magazine 
1st May, 2018 

EDITORIAL 

What a winter! As I write we are 
snowed in yet again with the mini 
‘Beast from the East’. Although I 
have had one of my lowest Winter 
Hunt counts this year and the two 
publicised Spring One Day Hunts 
had to be cancelled, it never ceases 
to amaze me how the plants still 
manage to pull through. After the 
snows melted in the first week of 
March I managed to find 34 different 

species poking through and in flower. 
However, some of my stalwarts for 
the Spring Hunt, such as Cherry 
Plum (Prunus cerasifera) and Cow 
Parsley (Anthriscus sylvestris) were 
still in tight bud. 
 
So, hopefully, the reports of last 
year’s field meetings will bring on 
thoughts of summer and brighter 
times to come. As a Society we 
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certainly had a productive year, with 
a wide diversity of sites visited. This 
year’s programme is equally as 
adventurous and I hope you have 
pencilled the dates into your diaries, 
although several of the main 
meetings are already fully 
subscribed. Please check with the 
organiser and register your interest 
as soon as possible. 
 
Two particular species take pride of 
place in this magazine. Tim Harrison 
has written an article about the Violet 
Helleborine (Epipactis purpurata), 
one of our more unusual orchids, 
while Peter Brinkley has written an 
amusing piece about his quest to find 
Meadow Saffron (Colchicum 
autumnale) and some of the 
problems over the confusion arising 
from our use of common names. 
 

Two of our members, Ted Pratt and 
Heather Silk, have written books 
about the flora of their local areas, 
both of which are reviewed in the 
magazine. Heather has also written 
an article relating to her book, 
heralding the botanical richness of 
the Wye National Nature Reserve. 
Certainly an area that warrants a 
visit. 
 
Finally, it is with sadness that I have 
to report the death of Lorna Holland, 
who, with her husband, Derek, 
managed the Spring Week Hunt for 
the last 15 years. Geoffrey Kitchener 
has written a lovely obituary, 
celebrating her life and contribution to 
the Society. Our condolences go to 
Derek. 

ANNE KELL 

NOTICES 

Additional One Day Meeting 
  

Thursday 12th July. Aysgarth, 
Wensleydale. Leader: Julie Clarke 
Meet at 10:30 at the car park at 
Ballowfields Nature Reserve between 
Carperby and Askrigg (SD986898). 
The morning will be spent in this area 
and then we will drive to Seata 
Quarry for the afternoon. We hope to 
see Round-leaved St. John’s-wort 
(Hypericum nummularium) and other 
limestone plants. To book, contact 
Julie Clarke: colin.julie9@gmail.com 
or phone 01539 563504 

 Dorset Flora Group 
The Dorset Flora Group was formed 
in 2007 to encourage residents and 
visitors to discover the flower-rich 
areas of the county and to learn more 
about their wild flowers. For the last 
eight years it has organised a wild 
flower week, this year from 26th May 
– 3rd June,  so residents and visitors 
can enjoy some of the beautiful wild 
flowers for which Dorset is famous. 
The programme mostly consists of a 
series of guided walks, each one led 
by a local naturalist, who will help 
beginners and others to appreciate 

Subscriptions 
Subscriptions were due at the beginning of the year. Unless you have 

renewed your subscription, this will the last magazine you receive. 
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 specific insects. The plants are 
sorted by flower colour rather than by 
plant family and for those unfamiliar 
with botanical terminology there is a 
short glossary to the important terms. 
This is a private publication and 
Heather plans to donate any profits to 
local conservation organisations.  

Books can be obtained from : 

www. sumerfieldbooks.com  

Cost £6.99 + p & p 

ANNE KELL 

OBITUARY 
LORNA HOLLAND 

Lorna Holland died on 9 January 
2018 of cancer, aged 84, having said 
her family farewells three days 
before. 
 

She, with Derek, put in much work for 
the WFS, collating with enthusiasm 
the Spring Week Hunt (formerly the 
First Hunt) results from 2001 to 2016, 
and achieving some national 
attention in 2006, when it was 
realised, through a joint venture 
between the WFS, the Woodland 
Trust and the Centre for Ecology and 
Hydrology, that the records of first 
flowerings maintained by Lorna and 
Derek, forming part of a sequence 
back to the 1920s, were of value to 
the study of phenology in relation to 
climate change.  She participated 
also in the other seasonal WFS Hunt 
activities, as well as submitting a 
Valhalla diary up to the end of 2012.  
She was a good photographer, a 
winner in the WFS photographic 
competitions, especially through her 
pictures of Greek plants and their 
settings; and her photographs also 
appear in the Kent rare plant register, 
to which she contributed records.  
She was a founder member of the 
Kent Botanical Recording Group. 
 

As a child, she experienced the Blitz 
in London, her family having moved 
there from Pontypridd.  She studied 
at the Royal College of Music, 
becoming a professional flautist, and 
later taught music, both for this 
instrument and the piano.  She 
married young, but the marriage did 
not last.  Subsequently she met 
Derek on a holiday with her children 
in what was then (1970) Yugoslavia.  
They married in 1972 and lived at 
Teston, where she and Derek 
became, and remained, fully involved 
with the local community.  There 
were many active strands to her life, 
not just botany.  She continued music 
teaching at Teston and was heavily 
involved with Weight Watchers – not 
that she needed to watch her own at 
all, but she helped hundreds of 
people towards achieving their health 
and fitness goals.  With Derek, she 
was devoted to getting the most out 
of their holidays.  These included 
regular trips to the Gower and, above 
all, the Greek Islands, especially Simi 
in the Dodecanese.  There she made 
a study of the island flora, finding in 
the course of over 30 years’ visiting 
many species new to the island.  She 
learned to speak and write Greek 
effectively and felt strongly the 



 

42                                                                            Wild Flower Magazine 503  

 in the area, but gives careful and 
detailed information on how to 
identify them and where to find them, 
together with fascinating background 
material. Land history and geology 
have brief clear explanations, often 
further extended in the species notes. 
For experienced botanists it’s an 
excellent vade mecum, having a 
sensible handbook format, and giving 
access to sound information on plant 
distributions and diagnostic details. 
For beginners too there’s plenty of 
supportive advice - how to use the 
book, necessary equipment,  useful 
books to get, there’s even a section 
called ‘Half-day Closing’ on plants 
which can disappoint photographers 
by not opening in the afternoon! The 
Warnings section brings in Good 
Behaviour in the countryside 
(controlling dogs, not trampling fragile 
habitats) as well as avoiding Lyme 

Disease or falling off a cliff. New in 
this edition are three sections (each 
with a map) on Flower-Rich 
Locations, Suggested Walks, and 
most delightfully a Calendar of 
Special Sights giving treats for each 
month of the year. Planning a 
Purbeck holiday will never have been 
easier!  
 
The Wild Flowers of the Isle of 
Purbeck is written with great 
knowledge, and with even greater 
love of this special area. This new 
edition, with additional species and 
even more information and thoughtful 
advice will make it very easy to follow 
one of the suggestions in the 
introduction, which is simply headed 
‘Enjoy Yourself’!    

RO FITZGERALD 

Wild Flowers of Kent Downland. A Photographic Guide. Heather Silk. 
Private publication (2017) 64pp Colour Paperback ISBN-13: 5028745145720  

Following her previous publication on 
the Wild Flowers of Dungeness, 
Heather has now produced a 
wonderfully illustrated book on the 
Wild Flowers of Kent Downland. This 
covers 70 species of plant that can 
be found along the chalk backbone of 
the North Downs from Sevenoaks to 
Dover. Each plant description is 
accompanied by a number of 
stunning photographs. The plant is 
shown in its habitat and in many 
cases there is a close-up of the 
flower or seed-head, giving finer 
detail and exemplifying the key 
features needed for identification, 
such as the detail of the hairy leaves 
and blunt sepals in Hairy Violet (Viola 
hirta) or the black glands on the 

sepals of Hairy St. John’s-wort 
(Hypericum hirsutum). The quality of 
the photos is excellent as can be 
seen by the illustration of the 
Common Eyebright (Euphrasia 
nemorosa) on the back cover of this 
magazine and those accompanying 
Heather’s article on pages 8 and 9, 
which are taken from the book. A 
brief written description accompanies 
each of the 70 species, giving 
additional details such as height, 
flower description, nature of stems 
and leaves, finer habitat detail and 
flowering time. I particularly like the 
extra little snippets that are added to 
the description relating to the 
possible origin of the English or Latin 
name or the use of the plant by 
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 the plants and landscape of the 
county. Unless indicated, the walks 
will last about two hours. In some 
cases an afternoon walk is planned 
not far from a morning walk, to make 
it easy to join in both. For further 
details of the programme please go 
to their website (www.derc.org.uk/
local/dfg.htm) or contact Ted Pratt 

(edwardpratt39@gmail.com). 
 
Field Botanist’s Record Book 
The Record Books (sometimes 
referred to as ‘Diaries’) are available 
from the membership secretary, Sue 
Poyser, at a cost of £7.50 (including 
p&p). Currently they allow for two 
year’s worth of recording and list  
1000 of the most common and 
recognisable plant species in the UK. 
The species are listed alphabetically 
by Latin name, with an index to 
English names at the back. There is 
space on the facing page to write in 
additional species found that may not 
be included in the list. 
 
For those who prefer to keep a digital 
record of their plant finds, there is a 
new version of the diary as a single 
Excel spreadsheet available to 
download from the bottom of the 
main page of the website. Peter 
Llewellyn has helpfully provided 
some instructions to accompany the 
download and an explanation of how 
one might use the spreadsheet to 
record their finds. If the type face 
appears a little small on the screen 
this can easily be enlarged once the 
spreadsheet has been downloaded. 
 
Most Branch Secretaries will be 
happy to receive an electronic 
version of your Record Book, 
removing the need to print it out. 
However, please do check with them 

first that they are willing and able to 
receive your records in this format. 
 
T-shirt 
Nichola Hawkins has produced a 
simplified version of our logo and had 
it printed onto a T-shirt (see 
illustration). Once set up this will be 

available from the manufacturer’s 
website for a limited period of 16 
weeks. The link to their website is  
bit.ly/2GNNwGZ. This is also given on 
our website. 
 
I think you’ll agree she has done an 
excellent job, so if you fancy a wild 
flower T-shirt you will have to act 
quickly. The cost will be £8.99 + p & p 
 
Correction 
In the yearbook Lizzie Maddison’s e-
mail has been printed incorrectly. It 
should read: 
e.maddison@btinternet.com  

Dark Blue  
T-shirt 
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This article about Violet Helleborine 
(Epipactis purpurata) has been 
written largely on the basis of my own 
personal observations, but Dennis 
Kell (Branch Y) has been kind 
enough to share with me a copy of 
his Open University thesis on Violet 
Helleborine at Wolves Wood in 
southern Suffolk. His scientific 
observations reassuringly support my 
empirical ones. 
 
In the UK, its locus classicus is the 
hills of south-east England (South 
Downs, North Downs, Weald and 
Chilterns) but the plant is also 
recorded from Suffolk, northern 
Northamptonshire, eastern 
Herefordshire, western 
Worcestershire and at scattered 
localities in Wiltshire and Somerset. 
By far the commonest habitat is on 
sloping ground, whether natural or 
man-made such as a lane bank or a 
ditch boundary. As with most orchids, 
there is almost certainly a mycorrhizal 
component to where it grows but 
published research is sadly lacking 
on the exact nature of this 
association. 
 
Violet Helleborine is a late flowerer, 
typically blooming in late July through 
August and sometimes early 
September if the season is good 
(2016 was a good year in the 
Chilterns, for example). On close 
inspection, it is easy to distinguish 
flowering plants from both the  
Narrow-lipped and Broad-leaved 
Helleborines (E. leptochila and E. 
helleborine respectively).  Flower 
spikes usually grow in multiples, 

sometimes up to 15 per plant and 
between 20 and 50 cm high 
(exceptionally, to 75 cm).  The 
flowers are all on one side of the 
spike and those in the lower part of 
the flower spike often have a leaf-like 
bract at their base, giving the whole 
spike a crowded, leafy appearance. 
The sepals and upper petals are pale 
green and spreading, whilst the lip is 
pale creamy white with a pink boss.  
Pollination is mainly by wasps and 
hoverflies. 

 
It is often hard to spot the greyish 
flower spikes because they blend into 
the background and the plant is 
probably at its most prominent after 
the flowers have gone over and the 
seed pods are swelling.  The green 
pods are held downwards and 

A PLANT PORTRAIT: VIOLET HELLEBORINE 
(EPIPACTIS PURPURATA) 
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 ‘concerned with ‘useful’ plants’, were 
joined by those of successors who 
‘aimed to describe all plants, whether 
useful or not’. 
 
Difficulties of interpretation, sources 
and the criteria used in researching 
the book are clearly explained in 
introductory sections, and there are 
five appendices including ‘Herbals 
and Floras’, ‘Histories of Botany and 
Biographies’, and a wonderful ‘The 
Botanists – the discoverers of our 
Flora’ listing all who have had the 
incomparable honour of finding 
something ‘New to Britain or Ireland’, 
and which plants they found. 
 

This is so much more than a useful 
reference book – I can see countless 
happy hours ahead mining it for 
treasure. It’s beautifully produced, the 
handsome hardback cover with a 
lovely Sowerby picture of Astragalus 
alpinus, and with small reproductions 
of sample pages from key early 
books scattered through the species 
accounts. If like me you are a sucker 
for ‘not many people know that’ 
nuggets of information, this is one of 
the ultimate source books, and will 
help to make us better botanists as 
well!  

RO FITZGERALD 

The Wild Flowers of the Isle of Purbeck Second Edition: Edward A. 

Pratt. Brambleby Books (2017). 370pp, colour and line illustrated. ISBN-

13:978 1908241 450 

There are many reasons to 
recommend this book, but I’m 
choosing to begin with the author, 
because the Rev. Edward Pratt (‘Ted’ 
to his many friends in the Wild Flower 
Society), is one of the society’s 
treasures! Not only is he a very fine 
botanist, but his long membership, 
and the help and support he has 
given to countless members in his 
role as branch secretary, has been of 
sterling worth. Some members may 
already know the first edition of his 
book (published in 2008), because it 
is essential for botanising in this 
wonderful part of Dorset, and this 
new edition will enhance a visit still 
further. 
 
Purbeck is a wonderful area with 
widely differing habitats. There are 
chalk cliffs, limestone ridges, ancient 
grasslands, and some of the best 
remaining raised bogs in lowland 

England. There are glorious rarities 
such as the Marsh Gentian (Gentiana 
pneumonanthe), and the extensive 
heaths and bogs have a wonderful 
range of heathers, including Dorset 
Heath (Erica ciliaris). The long-term 
stable habitat conditions have 
allowed hybrids to develop, which 
may be an intimidating concept, but 
working them out is exactly the kind 
of problem this book can help with. 
The Dorset Hybrid Heath (Erica x 
watsonii = E.ciliaris x E. tetralix) will 
soon become as possible to spot as 
its much commoner Cross-leaved 
Heath parent! Difficult plants 
throughout have meticulous notes, 
and sometimes a helpful line-drawn 
detail. 
 
Purbeck can be a great experience 
for botanists, and the essence of this 
local flora is the real help it offers 
visitors. It’s not just a list of the plants 
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We all spend time with national and 
county floras of Britain and Ireland, 
and take their existence for granted, 
but do we ever wonder where it all 
started, and who first listed the 
‘British flora’? The chances are that is 
terra incognita for most of us. It’s 
fairly easy to look up the meaning of 
scientific names in works such as 
D.Gledhill’s The Names of Plants, 
and there are rich sources 
concerning English names in 
Geoffrey Grigson’s The Englishman’s 
Flora and the more recent Flora 
Britannica compiled by Richard 
Mabey, but none of these reveal 
when all our plants were first 
recorded, or who recorded them. 
County floras often give this 
information for local specialities, but 
there has never been one specific 
reference book covering our entire 
flora. 
 
Botanists working on local floras, on 
rare plant registers, and on 
conservation legislation have long 
needed such a book. Status, whether 
a plant is native  (here since the ice 
retreated), an archaeophyte 
(introduced by humans accidentally 
or on purpose, before AD1500), or a 
neophyte (introduced since the 
discovery of the Americas), matters 
as conservation decisions in times of 
inadequate funding use nativeness in 
difficult evaluations  – older being 
better . It will be wonderful having a 
reliable go-to book available. 
 
‘First Records’ is a fascinating subject 

with many surprises. Iconic wild 
flowers such as Fritillary (Fritillaria 
meleagris), perceived as being 
sublimely British, are actually quite 
late arrivals. Fritillaries were not 
confirmed till 1737, an odd oversight 
for such a beautiful flower which 
grows in vast populations. Now we 
have a scholarly and beautifully 
organised book which gives insight 
into such mysteries. When I heard of 
its publication I knew that it would be 
good to dip into for occasional 
queries, and its clear layout makes 
this a pleasure indeed, but I had not 
expected the depth of rich interest 
which it would offer. 
 
Incredibly, over 80% of the basic 
species of Britain and Ireland were 
discovered by about 1700. Early 
botanists (names such as Ray, 
Turner, Lyte and Gerard) laid down 
what David Pearman calls ‘such a 
firm foundation in blending science 
and fieldwork’ that much of the flora 
was recorded in the 16th and 17th 
centuries. Of necessity these are 
written records – very few herbarium 
specimens exist – but they date from 
‘almost the dawn of printing’, starting 
with a book by William Turner from 
1538. There are of course earlier 
mentions of plants, some in 
documents by monkish apothecaries, 
but these present the problem of how 
to tell whether the plant described 
was in a garden or collected from the 
wild. It was not till nearly the middle 
of the 16th century that the works of 
earlier herbalists, who were 

BOOK REVIEWS 
 

The Discovery of the Native Flora of Britain and Ireland: David Pearman. 

BSBI (2017). 488pp, b&w illustrated. ISBN 978-0-901158-52-29 
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protrude slightly outwards from the 
main stem, tipped by the brown 
remnants of the sepals.  Seed-set is 
usually good, but germination seems 
to be very poor. 
 
Vegetatively, it is distinguished at 
once by the multiple stems which are 
tinged deep greenish-purple 
(especially towards the base) and 
give rise to the name of the plant.  
The leaves are narrower than those 
of the Narrow-lipped and Broad-
Leaved Helleborines, but this isn’t a 
reliable distinguishing feature since 
those of the Narrow-lipped 
Helleborine can be confusingly 
similar, especially as this plant is also 
found in the same habitat and can 

also be violet-tinged. The rootstock is 
large, fleshy and much-branched, but 
please do not dig one up to find out! 
 
Violet Helleborine grows on a variety 
of soils.  I have seen it growing under 
Beech, on both chalk and clay-with-
flint, and on the sandy banks of a 
green lane under Oak, Hornbeam or 
Hazel, which nearby support 
saxicoles such as Hawkweeds. The 
plants which Dennis has studied are 
growing on the banks of drainage 
ditches in a damp Hornbeam wood 
on boulder clay in a soil with pH 
between 6 and 7. (See the one-day 
meetings report on Wolves Wood - 
page 35) Its chief requirements are 
heavy shade, little or no competition 
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 from other plants and a deep, organic
-rich loam, moist but well-drained. 
 
Plants are long-lived.  There is a 
large patch on the bank of a country 
lane near Berkhamsted in 
Hertfordshire which I have known for 
17 years. Recently it has started to 
spread into the adjacent lane and 
come up through 2 cm of tarmac, 
albeit rather badly laid.  It has been 
suggested by Dennis that some 
plants may be over 100 years old.  
The plant is clearly an indicator of 
ancient and undisturbed habitats. 
Occasionally, an achlorophyllous 
variety will be found.  The plant is a 
spectacular pinkish-purple with 
creamy-white flowers.  Chlorophyll 
may be absent due to a viral 
infection, which causes a genetic 
mutation and the only colouring left is 
the anthocyanin, which normally 
gives the plant its deep violet 
coloration.  The flowers never open 
and appear to be sterile.  The colour 
is so striking that when I first saw the 
plant in the photo I thought it was a 
discarded dog-poo bag!  This photo 
was taken in mid-July 2016 in beech 
woods in east Oxfordshire, but the 
plant did not re-appear in 2017.  
Maybe the condition is terminal? 
 
 

Keep your eyes skinned on a sunny 
day in late July or early August when 
walking ancient green lanes in 
suitable habitats in the south of 
England and you may be lucky 
enough to spot Violet Helleborine.  
Any records should be checked 
against the BSBI on line atlas and let 
your Vice-county recorder know if it’s 
a new locality.  I always have a little 
thrill of excitement when I find a plant 
in a new locality. 

TIM HARRISON 
 

“Where can I go to see plants?” We 
are often asked this question by 
newcomers to wild flowers. They are 
usually disappointed by the reply: 
“stroll round the lay-by or car park 
when you get out of the car or look in 
the gutter and the pavement cracks 
while waiting for the bus”. Of course, 

the questioners were actually 
hoping for details of a pleasant walk 
in the countryside, with some 
attractive flowers they could look up 
in their field guide. But plants are 
everywhere, they don’t care whether 
there’s pretty scenery or rubbish, dog 
poo or nasty smells. 

OUR FAVOURITE PLACES 
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Wye National Nature Reserve in Kent 
has always been one of my favourite 
places to visit. It evokes childhood 
memories of watching the shadows of 
the clouds racing  across the Wye 
Downs and  the ever-changing light. 
The  broad view from the top is 
stunning, stretching from Romney 
Marsh to the Weald and the Channel 
coast. It is  even possible to see 
France on a clear day.   
 
More than 85 million years ago this 
area of Kent  was submerged under 
the sea and the chalk of the North 
Downs was created from the 
compressed remains of the billions of 
sea creatures. There are steep 
coombs (dry valleys) of which the  
Devil’s Kneading Trough is the most 

spectacular. These were caused by a 
series of freezes and thaws towards 
the end of the last ice age which 
carved out the chalk. A fascinating 
feature of these coombs is the ridges,  
known as terracettes, probably 
created by sheep which were an 
important grazing component of chalk 
downland. Sheep, with the aid of 
rabbits, helped to reduce scrub and  
other competitive species; a task 
which is now undertaken by a herd of   
British White  cattle, a traditional 
breed.   
  
Wye NNR is 134 hectares and 
stretches for three kilometres along 
the scarp face of the North Downs.  
The shallow dry nutrient-poor chalky 
soil and warm south facing slopes are 

A SITE OF BOTANICAL INTEREST: 
WYE NATIONAL NATURE RESERVE 

This sets the scene for our favourite 
places to botanise - derelict industrial 
sites. What interests us most is 
the excitement of never knowing 
what might turn up. This is where we 
learnt about Melilots (Melilotus), 
Rockets (Sisymbrium) and, more 
recently, the intricacies of the various 
Fleabanes (Conyza). Some sites 
are crossed by motorways and if you 
can ignore the graffiti, the dumped 
mattresses and the greasy puddles 
beneath the flyovers, they can be a 
rich source of sightings (even a 
county first!) as plants arrive there 
from distant places. 
 
There is ample scope for additions to 
the Record Book too as remnants of 
plantings from around the 
buildings seed themselves. Be 
prepared for some keying practice 

with Cotoneasters (Cotoneaster) and 
Evening Primroses (Oenothera). 
Some of the workers loved to feed 
the birds, so bird seed aliens may be 
present. Green Bristle-grass (Setaria 
viridis) and Canary-grass (Phalaris 
canareiensis) can be persistent. 
Other unusual species such as 
Common Fiddleneck (Amsinckia 
micrantha) and Loose Silky-bent 
(Apera spica-venti) mysteriously 
appear. 
 
Eventually, but sometimes only after 
many years, these places are 
redeveloped and lost to the botanist. 
But by then the Buddleia has 
overgrown all the smaller plants and 
the willow and birch are turning the 
whole site into scrub. Time to move 
on…….. 

MARY AND CLAIRE SMITH 
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