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            Introduction

            A Bee’s Eye View

         

         
            ‘Some have floures wherein is to be seene the shape of sundry sorts of living creatures, some the shape and proportion of flies, in others… humble bees.’

            John Gerard, The Herball (1597)

         

         Figsbury Ring

June 2001

         Down in the hollows, the evening light cast long, exaggerated shadows. The air was still, the heat of the day lingering on the breeze. A blackbird sang somewhere in the scrub and around me grasshoppers chirped: a constant, comforting undertone. I was crouched in the lower branches of an ancient beech tree, searching for a route up. In the distance, I heard my mother call impatiently.

         I dropped to the ground and headed up the slope towards her. Almost at the top, I became distracted by something and bent down to take a closer look: swirls of yellow, orange and brown surrounded by three pink petals.

         “Mum!” I yelled. A little further on my family stopped and turned. My mother shook her head, before slowly making her way over. As she reached my side, I pointed at my find.

         “Mum, this flower looks just like a bee,” I said. I was seven years old and had found my first orchid.

         My life would never be the same.
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         Who knows what it is that will spark a lifelong interest in us, rather than just a passing fancy? It seems trite to say that I found that first Bee Orchid beautiful – although I certainly did. It was more the mystery, I suppose, something like a question to be answered – the strange, hybrid ‘otherness’ of the flower which, even to my naïve boyhood self, signalled a fascinating transgression, a crossing of a line between two worlds that had previously seemed so different.

         My interest in the natural world began through my father. As a child, I was fascinated by his hobbies. He was a keen ornithologist, and we would sit for hours in freezing bird hides, binoculars glued to our eyes, snacking on homemade sandwiches. I would bring my notebooks and obediently document the names of the ducks and waders as they flew by. One summer we constructed a sweep net using an old broom handle, a metal frame and some bed linen, and spent hours in the field behind our house capturing insects, taking them home in plastic tubes to identify. These summer outings were the highlight of my childhood, and in those early years, I would follow my father wherever he went.

         It was my mother, however, who first introduced me to botany. On our walks she would patiently list the names of plants that I pointed out: red campion, cow parsley, greater stitchwort, meadow buttercup. I bought a notebook and began making lists of flowers. Obsessed with the Bee Orchid, I revisited Figsbury Ring every June, but despite my best efforts I never found it there again.

         My family lived in a red-brick vicarage on the outskirts of Winterslow, a sprawling village on the Wiltshire–Hampshire border: a near-perfect environment for a boy who loved plants. In my spare time I roamed the countryside for hours. Equally fascinated by everyday buttercups and rare orchids, I became determined to see as many species as possible, and by the age of twelve I had extensively documented the flora of my local area.

         But it wasn’t enough. I began making trips further afield to search for rarer species I had singled out from my wildflower guides. My parents seemed keen to encourage my interest, and at weekends, instead of ferrying me to sporting events, they took me around the countryside in search of these plants.

         Not surprisingly, my hobby sometimes wore them down. In 2008, on a trip to the New Forest, my father and I went in search of the diminutive Bog Orchid. I had spent several weeks badgering him to take me, promising the trip would be a success. That afternoon I was committed to the hunt, squelching through the peat and recording the different sundews and bladderworts. More than once I fell into the bog, soaking my trousers. After five hours of searching we gave up, and returned disconsolately to the car, where we sat in stony silence. My father was annoyed at having wasted his day off; I was bitterly disappointed. Soon I became aware of the repulsive smell of wet peat seeping from my clothes. My father clearly noticed it too, his jaw muscles twitching as he wound down the window, and we were silent for the entire journey home.

         My parents continued to humour me, despite a relatively low success rate and substantial petrol costs. Every time we went on holiday, I would insist on making diversions to look for orchids. What I promised would be a ten-minute drive inevitably ended up taking several hours, much to the annoyance of everyone else in the car. My sisters could not understand my parents’ indulgence. The three of us would be crammed into the back seat, me reciting the names of plants I saw from the window, while my sisters threw irritated looks in my direction.

         As I grew up, my obsession with plants allowed me to bypass many of the trials of adolescence. Instead of facing the terrifying prospect of talking to girls my own age, I spent hours combing the fields and woods for plants. My friends teased me mercilessly; their jokes primarily revolved around me having lewd relationships with flowers.

         Ironically, orchids have symbolised romance, sex and seduction throughout history. For centuries, they were believed to have aphrodisiac properties, helping to excite the sexual appetite of both men and women. In 1704, the French writer Louis Liger told the story of Orchis, son of the satyr Patellanus and the nymph Acolasia, who was sentenced to death for laying hands on a priestess at the festival of Bacchus. His father interceded for him and the gods turned him into the flower which still bears his name today. While this story is invariably attributed to Greek or Roman mythology, there is no mention of Orchis, Patellanus or Acolasia prior to the publication of Liger’s book, so he probably invented it. In fact, the orchid’s name is actually derived from the Greek word orkhis, meaning testicle, a reference to the shape of the tubers found in some species.

         By the time I finished my GCSEs, I had seen perhaps a third of the fifty or so orchids in Britain. The remainder taunted me from the pages of my wildflower books. Some were completely new to me, while others had simply proven elusive on my excursions. But I knew I needed to see them all.

         It was failing to secure a university place at Oxford eighteen months later that gave me the window I needed. As soon as I opened my rejection letter, I knew exactly what I wanted to do. That night I sat my parents down and pitched my gap year project to them. No botanist had ever found every species of orchid native to the British Isles in one season. I intended to be the first.

         My parents are both vicars: they are stoic by nature, and little surprises them. And by then, of course, they were accustomed to my peculiarities. But on hearing my proposal they immediately raised a host of practical concerns: how would I fund the project, how would I get about, where would I stay?

         From the outset they made it clear they wouldn’t be able to cover the costs. I’d worked casually as a gardener around the village for a few years, and with the money I’d saved had purchased an old Vauxhall people carrier – it would hold all of my gear and double as a motorhome if necessary. I would get a job, apply for grants and bursaries, and spend the winter saving and preparing.

         Cautiously, they gave me their blessing.

         Apart from my family and closest friends, I kept my gap year plans to myself. My school friends were all scattering: some were off to university, while others were planning hedonistic trips to Thailand, or were joining charitable schemes to build huts in Africa. I was not immune to derision, I knew my orchid obsession was a bit odd in their eyes and I was terrified of ridicule. Perhaps it wouldn’t have been so bad if I had been jetting off to South America to search for tropical orchids.

         Orchidaceae is one of the largest families of flowering plants in the world, second only to the Daisies. There are approximately 28,000 identified species worldwide, a number that increases incrementally each year as more are discovered in the depths of the rainforest. Though individually finicky about their living conditions, orchids generally exhibit high levels of ecological diversity. Many are drought tolerant and have low nutrient requirements, giving them the ability to withstand extreme conditions. Some grow in arid, desert-like environments, in swamps or at the top of mountains, while a few can be found growing as semi-aquatic plants. Even within the Arctic Circle, long after trees and shrubs have deemed the environment too cold, there are orchid species that have made the icy tundra their home.

         But even the more favourable environments are not necessarily easy to grow in. More than seventy percent of orchid species grow in the tropics: not on the ground, but on trees. There is barely any competition from ground-dwelling plants in the rainforest canopy, which has given orchids the opportunity to adapt and diversify. This is thought to be one of the reasons why they are so species-rich. Living in the treetops presents significant challenges though: there is very little water, they are exposed to intense UV radiation from the sun and subject to extreme temperatures. Many orchids have adapted to living under these conditions, defying stereotypes and constantly extending the boundaries of where plants can grow. Perhaps this is why they have become so popular.

         For most people, the word orchid is synonymous with the exotic, showy specimens available in our supermarkets. Orchids signify wealth and mystery, something precious, rare and fragile from a far-away land. During the nineteenth century, Orchidelirium swept across Britain and Europe as wealthy collectors plundered the rainforests for tropical plants. As the British Empire expanded, opening up previously untouched areas, orchids were shipped back to the UK in their thousands. Plant hunters also brought information about habitats, making orchids easier to cultivate at home. By the turn of the century, hothouses across Europe were filled with vast tropical collections.

         I, on the other hand, had no interest in the eye-catching tropical species. As I sat down to plot my quest at the age of eighteen, I needed a definitive list of orchids to find. Estimates of the number of orchids native to Britain and Ireland vary significantly, generally falling between fifty and sixty, meaning there was no obvious finishing line. Having consulted various books, I decided to draw my list from Orchids of Britain and Ireland by Anne and Simon Harrap, arguably the most comprehensive, up-to-date guide.

         Though the Harraps name fifty-six species, some were problematic and would have to be excised from my list if I were to stand any chance of succeeding. Summer Lady’s-tresses, for example, is now considered extinct in Britain. The last reliable sighting of this species was in 1959 in the New Forest, after it fell victim to the effects of land drainage and over-enthusiastic plant collecting.

         Migratory species were also troublesome. Orchid seeds are miniscule specks that can be carried vast distances on the wind before raining down on Britain. Very few species actually survive here though, as requirements for growth are typically highly specific. Those orchids that manage to establish themselves are often treated with suspicion by experts, given the unscrupulous practice of some botanists of introducing plants deliberately. It is difficult to prove natural occurrence, so I decided not to include continental species on my list. From the Harraps’ guide this meant leaving out the recent arrivals of Small-flowered Tongue Orchid in Cornwall and Greater Tongue Orchid in the Channel Islands.

         The final and perhaps most controversial exclusion was the Ghost Orchid. Living up to its name, this little plant has always proven elusive in the UK, but recently we have come very close to losing it altogether. So close, in fact, that it has already been declared extinct once, only for it to be rediscovered in Herefordshire during the summer of 2009. There have been no confirmed sightings since, meaning the chances of me finding the Ghost were next to none. For this reason, I decided to leave it off my list.

         And if I did manage to find one? It would be the most exciting day of my life.

         This left me with a list of fifty-two species. Finding these orchids in one summer would be a superhuman endeavour. The orchid flowering season in Britain is roughly six months long, beginning in April and stretching through the summer to late September. Different species flower at different times, so my journey would be a squiggle across the map. I would have to go up and down the country, constantly retracing my steps. Most orchids flower for only a week, while some barely manage two or three days. Such is the precision of these flowering windows that in many cases I would have only one opportunity to find a particular species. And if I missed even one, my project would fail.

         Over the course of that winter I waited and fretted. I got a job stacking shelves in Waitrose and spent my spare time applying for bursaries and grants, as well as reapplying to study biology at Oxford. Weather was a constant source of worry. If the winter was too warm, the orchids would flower early and I would be likely to miss them. If the weather was cold for too long, it could reduce the numbers that flowered. I needed advice from local experts to keep me informed on the progress of local populations, so I haunted the internet forums popular with botanists. And I would need to rely heavily on my car to reach farflung corners of the country at short notice – an investment that had so far proved disastrous.

         Despite all this, I was excited beyond belief. As I stacked shelves with cartons of juice, I daydreamed of my orchid summer: of months spent exploring moors, copses, limestone escarpments and bogs, climbing mountains, visiting remote islands and scouring industrial estates. I didn’t know it then, but there would be heartbreak, loss and more than my fair share of technological disasters. If I succeeded, I felt I might finally satisfy my own obsession with orchids, but also understand the depth of our long-held national obsession with them: their ability to capture the hearts of so many, to drive people crazy, incite terrible crimes of passion and bring out our very best and worst.

      

   


   
      
         

         
            [image: ]
            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            1

            Shakespeare’s Long Purples

         

         
            ‘There with fantastic garlands did she come Of crow-flowers, nettles, daisies, and long purples: That liberal shepherds give a grosser name, But our cold maids do dead men’s fingers call them.’

            William Shakespeare, Hamlet (circa 1601)

         

         Dorset

May 2013

         Orchids are the most charismatic flowers in the Plant Kingdom. Each species has its own personality: there are cheats and thieves, court jesters and hipsters, psychics, librarians and royalty. And each flower, in turn, comes with its own idiosyncrasies.

         They also assume a multitude of colours, shapes and sizes. In Britain there are orchids in the shape of spiders, lizards, butterflies and monkeys; there are even some that play dead. Some are only a few centimetres tall, while others can reach over a metre. Ask an orchid enthusiast about their interest and it won’t be long before they are showing you albums dedicated to pyramids, slippers, soldiers and birds’ nests. Each species smells and feels different too. Some are noisome, such as the Lizard Orchid, which gives off a revolting stench of billy goat; others are delicately perfumed. Some are furry and produce scents so subtle they are undetectable by humans.

         The winter of my gap year seemed to stretch on for ever, cold and miserable. My vision of walking through swathes of wildflowers in the sun was quickly becoming hidden behind the rain-lashed windows of a never-ending winter. As I tidied supermarket shelves, I wondered, not for the first time, whether spring would ever come.

         Winter is always a frustrating time for botanists. The season has a lot to offer ornithologists and other naturalists, but there is little for the plant lover. Only the truly enthusiastic turn to tiny green mosses or leafless trees to satisfy their botanical needs; in the absence of flowers, many of us go into hiding.

         As the end of April approached, the anticipation of seeing my first orchid of the season gripped me and wouldn’t let go. The air was warmer and with agonising slowness, the tell-tale signs of spring began to appear. Fresh leaves emerged from the hawthorn, the dawn chorus resumed and the air was filled with the scent of daffodils, crocuses and freshly mown grass.

         One day after work, I went for a walk in Bentley Wood, intending to gauge the progress of the transitioning season. Bentley is just down the road from my village, and is more famous for butterflies than orchids. As a child, I searched with my father for pearl-bordered fritillaries and white admirals along the woodland rides there each summer. One August, we waited for hours with scores of butterfly enthusiasts to catch a glimpse of the purple emperor, and were rewarded handsomely when one flew down and landed in the boot of our car. Its wings shimmered in the sunshine, opening and closing with audible, sharp clicks.

         But at winter’s end, Bentley Wood is a very different place. It had been another miserable, wet April day. The damp smell of sodden leaf mulch lay heavily in the air and rivulets of water trickled past me as I climbed the twisted path up the hill.

         An ancient bank of earth ran along the edge of the wood; it once would have served to keep livestock out. In Medieval times, woodland was bounded by banks and ditches to demark ownership or parish limits. These perimeter boundaries have long since succumbed to nature and become woven into the fabric of the wood, but they remain a reliable indicator of ancient woodland.

         I followed the boundary south, alternating between the path and a bank covered in wood melick and sedges, and wading through ankle-deep dog’s-mercury. The beech trees here were old and gnarled, their trunks a pallet of merging greys. Desiccated boughs from a forgotten storm lay scattered among knotted roots thicker than my arm.

         Caught up in admiring my surroundings, I almost missed the rosette of brown-splotched leaves nestled behind a tree stump. These were the leaves of the Early Purple Orchid, one of the earliest orchids to flower and a likely contender for my first species of the year. I was pleased with the find, but to my dismay, there was no sign of a developing flower – confirmation that the season was going to be severely delayed. This would make it more difficult to predict when different species would flower.

         Leaves are the first tangible stage of an orchid’s life cycle. Some produce basal rosettes where the foliage grows close to the ground, while others produce leaves on the stem as they grow. As the season progresses, the stem, or flowering spike, grows a head of flowers called an inflorescence. Orchid flowers are made up of six petal-like structures: three on the outside called sepals and three on the inside called petals, one of which looks different from the others and is called the lip. The flowers are pollinated, often by insects, producing tiny, dust-like seeds so light that a small breath of wind is enough to disperse them.

         Orchid seeds are special. Most seeds are sent off into the world by their parent plant with a packed lunch of starch and other sugars. This food store, known as the endosperm, is meant to tide over the young seedling until it is able to begin photosynthesising of its own accord. This allows the seed to germinate quickly under suitable conditions. Orchid seeds, however, don’t have an endosperm. As a result, they are miniscule, typically weighing two to eight micrograms – less than one-fifth of the average grain of sand. The early growth of an orchid is extremely slow: nothing resembling a normal seedling is visible for months or even years, as most species will not flower within the first four or five years of their lifetime.

         How, then, does the young orchid survive its early life without an endosperm? The answer: with the help of a fungus that grows in its roots. More than ninety per cent of the world’s plants are thought to be associated with fungi at some point in their life cycle. Orchids take this relationship to the extreme and are entirely dependent on them while they are underground. Once they have germinated, most species maintain a functioning relationship with their fungal partner, which has allowed orchids to adapt and prosper in poorer habitats like deeply shaded woods, or the nutrient-poor soils of heaths and bogs. This relationship between orchids and fungi is known as a mycorrhiza (literally ‘fungus root’).

         That day in Bentley Wood, I found four Early Purple rosettes altogether. It was impossible to tell how old the plants in front of me were, or whether they would flower that year. But it was a start, the first sign of many more to come.
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         When May arrived, a string of fine days brought the first butterflies of the year. Orange-tips and brimstones danced around the garden, waiting patiently as the trees burst into leaf. In the woods, exposed pathways were suddenly enclosed in a protective shroud of green. That year, an extremely hot May bank holiday gripped the nation. The headlines read ‘All Hail the Arrival of Summer’ and those in the botanical world began busily estimating the length of the delay to the season.

         I had my own concerns. The excitement over the sudden influx of summer made me wonder whether the year’s first orchids would come and go too swiftly, as plants struggled to reorient themselves around the season. Once again, my car was in the garage. We were closing in on the middle of May and I had yet to see one orchid. My schedule had already been blown; I carefully recalculated my plan, as stories of flowering orchids across the south of England started coming in thick and fast.

         I relied heavily on online nature forums – where experts and enthusiasts post photos and sightings from their local areas – for the latest news on flowering times. Given how distorted the season was set to be after the long winter, this resource would prove increasingly invaluable throughout the summer.

         Even my parents were worried, checking with me constantly to make sure I wasn’t going to miss the first species. On top of this, I had only passed my driving test four months previously, and while I had been driving to and from work since, I was about to embark on my first long-distance journey. Concerns about my safety, whether the satnav would work and what would happen if I put the wrong fuel in my car were expressed repeatedly in the days leading up to my first excursion.

         The forums had exploded with sightings of Early Spider Orchids, one of Britain’s rarer species, on the south coast and made for torturous reading while the delays continued with my car. Already, my head was filled with fear of failure.

         In mid-May, I finally set off for the Dorset coast to hunt for the Early Spiders. I passed through Wareham and twisted my way towards Swanage. Corfe Castle came and went, giving way to heathland bathed in yellow flowering gorse, and then the brightly coloured cottages of the Swanage sea-front.

         Just outside town, on the Jurassic cliffs, lies Durlston Country Park, a nature reserve that has become one of my favourite botanical haunts. Purbeck limestone has been quarried along this stretch of coastline since the first century AD and transported for use around the country, most notably to rebuild parts of London after the Great Fire of 1666. Old coastal quarries west of Durlston at Winspit, Seacombe and Dancing Ledge provide unique habitats that have been left undisturbed for decades; these have been exploited by Early Spider Orchids.

         I pulled into the car park at Durlston, and sat there, taking a moment to collect myself. This was it: the months of waiting were finally over and my adventure was about to begin. There were fifty-two orchids out there waiting to be found. Booted up and suitably camera-laden, I set off through the scrub and out on to the hillside.

         The wind nearly blew me off my feet. Wiping my bleary eyes, I held a gate open for an elderly couple who mouthed their thanks, not even bothering to shout. But as I battled my way along to the first meadow, I reached a small copse and felt the wind drop dramatically. Immediately, I could hear again. The wonderful melody of a skylark floated down from above and a blackbird plinked from a nearby blackthorn. My eyes settled on the thousands of cowslips that formed a sea of yellow stretching all the way up the meadow and it was as if a switch had been thrown somewhere deep inside me: I was in plant-hunting mode, striding along completely impervious, my eyes sweeping the grass either side of the path like a search light.

         And then it happened: orchid number one appeared in front of me several feet from the footpath, not an Early Spider, but an Early Purple.

         I stopped short, surprised by how quickly I’d found my first species. There were the blotched leaves I’d seen a few weeks before, a darkly stained stem and a loosely arranged inflorescence of deep-pink flowers. Amusingly, each flower holds two sepals aloft, giving the illusion of tufted rabbit ears.

         There was quite a bit of variation in colour even in this small colony of thirty, from a rich violet through to pastel pink; a few were so pale they were almost white.

         The Early Purple is one of the most widespread species of orchid in Britain. It is a delight to find, whether among carpets of bluebells in an ancient copse or growing with primroses and cowslips in an old hay meadow. The first British record of a sighting was made by William Turner in 1562. In his Herball, Turner writes, ‘there are divers kindes of orchis… one kinde… hath many spottes in the leafe and is called adder grasse in Northumberland.’

         Few of our native orchids have ever been common enough to warrant the assignment of local names. The Early Purple has almost a hundred. The English botanist Nicholas Culpeper wrote in The English Physitian (1652) that it ‘hath gotten almost as many several names attributed to the several sorts of it, as would almost fill a Sheet of Paper; as Dog-stones, Goat-stones, Fool-stones, Fox-stones, Satirion, Cullians, together with many others, too tedious to rehearse’.

         While many of these names have fallen out of use, some have survived the test of time. In Cheshire it is called Gethsemane, while in Somerset it is known as Adder’s Flower. Elsewhere in the country local botanists may recall names like Cuckoos, Regals, Bloody Man’s Fingers, Soldier’s Jackets, Kettle-cases and Dead-men’s-fingers. The latter epithet has led many to believe that Shakespeare’s ‘long purples’ are in fact Early Purple Orchids.

         The Latin name for this species, Orchis mascula, makes reference to the robust testicular form of the plant’s tubers, storage organs on the roots that contains sugars produced during photosynthesis. The generic name Orchis literally means ‘testis’; however these paired tubers are not only found in Orchidaceae. The Solanaceae family produce tubers that we are all familiar with: potatoes. In Orchis, one of the two tubers will have survived from the previous winter, while the other is forming ready to sustain the plant during the next one. Before the arrival of tea and coffee in the 1700s, tubers from Orchis mascula were used to make a drink called salep, consumed across Europe from Turkey to Britain. Ground tubers were added to water which would then be sweetened and flavoured. The species is now endangered in Turkey, where the drink is still popular.

         Beneath its beautiful exterior, the Early Purple Orchid is actually a dastardly trickster. The centre of the flower, where the pink fades into white, sports a set of small purple spots. These are thought to guide visiting insects towards the mouth of the spur, the structure containing nectar. And here’s where the deceit lies. The Early Purple Orchid doesn’t produce nectar. It cheats its pollinators into thinking they’re going to get a sweet, sugary meal and in doing so ensures its pollen gets stuck to the insect’s head.

         An orchid’s pollen is attached to sticky structures called pollinia – thin stalks with fuzzy heads, which look a bit like miniature microphones. When an insect enters the flower, the pollinia adhere to its head and stand vertically, almost like small antennae. As the insect flies away an extraordinary change takes place: the stalks bend ninety degrees and lean forward, adopting a horizontal position. It is crucial that this occurs after the insect has left the first orchid, but before it arrives at the next one, because once the pollinia have adopted this stance they will come into contact with the stigma of the flower the insect visits first, which initiates pollination.

         I finished photographing the Early Purples and collected my gear before rejoining the path. One orchid down, but I had yet to find the one I’d come in search of. I continued on my way along the coast, walking beside a weather-beaten stone wall, burdened with ivy that bordered the edge of the field.

         I strolled along, listening to unseen chiffchaffs and totting up a list of wildflowers in my notebook. Yellow cowslips, crosswort and the first bulbous buttercups of the year were followed by common vetch, salad burnet and hairy violets in various shades of pink, red and purple. All around me nature was busy: wrens whirred, bees bumbled and ferns unfurled.

         The Early Spider Orchid, or Ophrys sphegodes, grows in very few places in the UK, only in scattered locations along the coast of Kent, Sussex and Dorset. Here, though, it often appears in the thousands. First recorded in 1650 by a Dr Bowle in Northamptonshire, this species has been one of the most adversely affected by agricultural intensification. By the 1800s, inland locations for this little orchid were already rare, with many populations extinct by the turn of the nineteenth century. Writing in 1950, J. E. Lousley laments the decline of sphegodes, conceding that ‘it is fairly safe to say that the last known localities were merely those which had dodged the plough longest’. As a consequence, the Early Spider has been lost from 73 per cent of its historical range and is now a Red Data Book species protected under Schedule 8 of the Wildlife and Countryside Act (1981).

         But not all change is bad. During work on the Channel Tunnel in Kent in the 1990s, the decision was made to place some five million cubic metres of chalk material excavated from under the sea at the foot of the cliffs around the entrance to the tunnel. Over the following years, the site was landscaped and opened as a nature reserve called Samphire Hoe. In 1998, Early Spider Orchids were discovered growing at the site, thought to have arrived by seed from the small population living on top of the cliffs. There are now an estimated 10,000 plants established on that short stretch of Kentish coastline, testimony to the opportunistic nature of orchids when suddenly presented with appropriate conditions – in this case the chalk.

         Heading down into the scrub that ran along the top of the cliffs, I explored the grassy areas among the bushes. The small blue buds of chalk milkwort were swelling in clusters among the lemony bottle-brush flowers of fresh spring sedge. In one little clearing the bracken had begun to take over: everywhere I looked there were coiled croziers and fronds unfurling. In another, there were more Early Purple Orchids. The wind was almost non-existent here and I was hit by the glorious coconut fragrance of the gorse’s golden flowers. In an instant, I was eight years old again, clambering over rocks on the Devon coast path with my cousins.

         Intent on finding the Early Spider, I emerged from the gorsy hollow and back out into the open. The path wove through a series of small hillocks, the hollows in between providing a safe sanctuary from the strong prevailing winds. The grass here was much shorter, nibbled to within an inch of its life by rabbits. Glancing to my left, I picked out the miniature profile of the species I’d come in search of. My glee at seeing a rare Early Spider Orchid made me grin from ear to ear; I even did a little dance.

         Early Spiders are exquisite little plants. Standing roughly six centimetres tall, the stem, sepals and petals are a vivid lime green which makes them easy to spot in the short turf. The central petal, or lip, of the flower is an exception. Supposedly resembling the legless body of a large spider, it is bigger than the other petals and a dark chocolatey brown. Scrawled across the middle is a pale, silvery-blue letter ‘H’ or ‘π’. As I looked closer, I noticed two round eyes gazing up at me and hairy haunches bristling in the wind. The Early Spider Orchid’s Latin name, Ophrys sphegodes, pays tribute to its ‘wasp-like’ nature. Former names like aranifera (Greek for ‘spider’) also relate to its appearance. Despite seeming spider-like to human eyes, it has evolved to attract the male solitary bee Andrena nigroaenea.

         Early Spider Orchids are one of the four species of the genus Ophrys that can be regularly found growing in Britain, the others being Bee, Fly and Late Spider. Their flowers are remarkably insect-like and have a fascinating, yet diabolical sex life. While most plants attract pollinators with the promise of nectar, these orchids lure them in with the promise of bee sex. This deception is accomplished by imitating the scent, appearance and texture of virgin female bees.

         A passing male bee senses the orchid from afar, drawn by the alluring female smells released by the plant. He’s delighted to find what he perceives to be a female resting on the flower, her head buried among the petals. Excited, he alights and attempts to mate with the ‘female’, often vigorously and for prolonged periods. During these fruitless exertions, the bee knocks into the column – the reproductive structure consisting of both male and female parts – which drops two tiny, sticky pollen sacs onto the bee’s back. Eventually, the bee gets frustrated by the lack of action and buzzes off in search of a more enthusiastic partner.

         The sexual frustration of the bee is essential to the orchid’s scheme. In an ideal world, the pollen from one plant will be deposited on another to ensure a mixing of genes. Determined to avoid repeating his mistake, our male bee flies far away from the orchid and its neighbours. However, upon encountering another population, he immediately falls for the ruse all over again, this time depositing the pollen sacs on the new plant, elegantly ensuring sexual reproduction. The new orchid will smell, look and feel ever so slightly different. Not only does this make the bee think he’ll have more luck this time, but it also smartly prevents the bee from learning not to visit the orchid again.

         Each one of these insect-mimicking orchid species has fine-tuned itself over evolutionary time so that it smells, looks and feels exactly like the female of a single pollinator species. It is an extraordinary fraud, entirely masterminded by a plant.

         I got down on my stomach and lay still, eyes focused on the tiny orchids in front of me. With each gust of wind, the plants shivered and seemed to draw their spiders closer, clustering for warmth. Each one gazed into the distance and waited patiently for a passing Andrena bee. Wishful thinking, I thought, the afternoon too cold and blustery for insects.

         I continued on my way, filled with a bouncy optimism and stopping in almost every little hollow to admire the little spiders quivering in the wind. By now I had reached the end of the nature reserve and was following the cliffs west towards Dancing Ledge. The coast path undulated, sloping down to accommodate small beaches and pebbled shores. Gulls squabbled in the air above me as I passed cascades of cowslips splashed with the pink of Early Purple Orchids.

         Dancing Ledge is a small, disused limestone quarry at the base of the cliffs just south of Langton Matravers. Access to the ledge involves a short scramble down a steep path. The cliffs here are striped with beds of rock so even they look almost ruler-drawn. Here I found more Early Spider Orchids dotted in the turf like little green beacons.

         Glancing around, a spike of pink caught my eye. Nestled in the grass were three orchids similar to the Early Purples I had seen earlier. These, though, were stunted and the flowers were hooded by sepals with distinct parallel veins the dull green of an old copper coin. The petals, too, were darker in colour than the Early Purples, and the lip frilled around the edges. The leaves, which in Orchis mascula almost always have some spots, were completely unmarked.

         These were Green-winged Orchids, Anacamptis morio.

         My only past experience of the Green-winged Orchid had been when I was fifteen. My father had just presided over the funeral of a man who had devoted his life to nurturing a colony of these orchids on his back lawn. Plans by the new owners to build a swimming pool in the garden meant the orchids were in grave danger. I had been invited by his widow to dig up as many plants as I wanted if I thought it would be possible to save them. They were, she said, his legacy.

         A few days later, my father and I drove over to her house, equipped with spades and a large groundsheet, and dug up two square metres of turf full of Green-winged Orchids. My father suggested we transfer them to a corner of the churchyard. It was twilight by the time we arrived. Had anyone been passing the church at this late hour, they would have seen the vicar and his son lift a heavy tarpaulin out of the car and proceed to drag it across the graveyard, before digging in a discreet corner, then carefully lowering the tarpaulin into the ground. Imagine the gossip in the parish the next day.

         The graveyard orchids flowered for the first few years, but have since dwindled in number, too disturbed by the change in conditions. But it was worth trying to save them. The Green-winged Orchid is declining with dramatic speed. Once a widespread component of hay meadows, it now only occurs in small isolated populations. Another victim of the plough, fertilisers and the decline of traditional hay meadow farming.

         In the 16th century, it was thought to be the female of the Early Purple. It was known as the Fool Stone and thought to be female because the ‘stones’, or tubers, are smaller than in the Early Purple Orchid, or Male Fool Stone. To this day, Green-winged and Early Purple Orchids share numerous local names, such as Bloody Man’s Finger, and Cuckoo-flower. Here in Dorset there are still some who know them as Giddyganders.

         I sat down, shielding myself against the wind and the first few spots of rain that swept in from the sea. In my first afternoon of hunting, I had seen the first three orchids of the year. They had been straightforward sightings, but nonetheless I felt delighted.

         The species on my list that I had never seen before would no doubt prove a greater challenge.
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            Stumped by Ireland’s Mediterranean Orchid

         

         
            ‘There must be grazing overhead, hazel thickets, Pavements the rain is dissolving, springs and graves, Darkness above the darkness of the seepage of souls And hedges where goosegrass spills its creamy stars.’

            Michael Longley, In Aillwee Cave (1991)

         

         Ireland

May 2013

         Bleak, cold and barren are probably not adjectives one would associate with the environments typically graced by orchids. Our image of them tends to lead us rather to hothouses or tropical rainforests, something compounded by the numerous stories of Victorian plant hunters and their adventures in the jungle. The west coast of Ireland is far from our expectations: rugged, austere and, more often than not, rainy.

         The success at Durlston, now several days behind me, brought renewed confidence as I finalised my plans for the week ahead. My next planned target had been the Lady Orchid, but the late season had heavily delayed the plants down in Kent. It would be another week before they started to flower. Instead, I decided to head west, to Ireland, to hunt down the two May orchids that can’t be found in Britain: Dense-flowered and Irish Marsh Orchids.

         Over the winter, I’d spent a long time discussing my plans with my godfather, Michael. He is a kind-hearted, spirited man with a laugh that echoes around the room long after he has left. A loudly spoken Geordie, forever amused by life’s great ironies, Michael was a Roman Catholic priest for forty years in Yorkshire. When not presiding, he is invariably dressed in a brightly coloured cashmere jumper and beige corduroys, and can be found smuggling mint imperials between meals despite the warnings from his doctor. Seeing this as a perfect opportunity to spend time together, we hatched a plan to visit Ireland in the spring.

         Michael met me at Shannon airport just outside Limerick. We drove for an hour and a half, eventually leaving the motorway and well-manicured A-roads for the rough country lanes that took us towards the small town of Ballybunion, famous for its golf courses and wide sandy beaches. We passed a series of chalked slates advertising small bags of salted periwinkles for sale and hot seaweed baths. In the centre of town stood a statue of Bill Clinton playing golf.

         We bounced up a pot-holed hillside and ground to a halt in the grass outside a boxy, weather-beaten cottage. Its thick stone walls were pale peach, the paintwork chipped and peeling. But like a perfect metaphor, the inside was an entirely different story: a cosily lit living room, the air warm from the peat fire which was flickering softly in the burner.

         My first target was the Irish Marsh Orchid, one I’d never seen before. I’d spent some time on the plane trying to memorise the intricate pattern of wiggles and squiggles found on the flower. I wanted to be sure I knew what it was when I found one. The marsh orchids are notoriously difficult to identify. Not only are they very similar, but also extremely variable both within and between populations. On top of this, the different species will readily cross with one another, producing a series of hybrid offspring with intermediate characters. In other words, the marsh orchids are still rapidly evolving.

         The west coast of Ireland is an indomitable, stalwart landscape of fancifully named counties, stretching from Donegal in the north, down through Sligo, Mayo, Galway, Limerick and Clare, eventually reaching the rain-lashed shores of Kerry, where we were. This is a corner of Ireland infused with wildness, and life here moves at a slow, rhythmic pace.

         My first few days were spent exploring the quiet towns and tiny hamlets dotted along the wind-whipped coast. We visited the Dingle Peninsula, a ragged thumb of land that protrudes into the North Atlantic whose tip is the mainland’s most westerly point. Dominated by the dark peaks of Mount Brandon, this beautiful, jagged landscape is a hotchpotch of early Christian chapels, holy wells, idyllic villages, prehistoric ring forts and ancient beehive huts, all woven together by an intricate network of narrow country lanes.

         The cliffs, battered by the wind and waves, were slowly crumbling into the ocean. Sheep, painted pink and turquoise, lurking around every corner, sheltered under the rocky ledges by the side of the road. Ahead of us emerald fields, glistening with recent rain, within an irregular mesh of dry stone walls, swept down to the sea.

         We stopped for a stroll and some tea and banana cake in the pretty town of Dingle. Too early for the school holidays, it was fairly quiet and we quickly adopted this routine in each town we passed through. I jigged down the street to the sound of traditional Irish music, much to Michael’s amusement, past tiny idiosyncratic shops filled with local pottery, honey and herbal tea.

         Just like my parents, Michael loved to visit churches – provided they were a long way from his former parishes – and so we paused briefly in Dingle’s St Mary’s church. When I was a child, our family holidays to the Lake District, Yorkshire and Northumberland were never complete without visiting a long line of local churches. Just as I drew up lists of rare plants to go and see, my parents would earmark parishes with famous, tumbledown chapels and age-old oratories. While my parents prayed, my sisters and I obeyed the unwritten rule of stoic, sombre silence. We wandered slowly between pews and pillars, browsing last year’s Christmas cards still on sale. My favourite part of these visits was the stained-glass windows: I find the glint and twinkle of the multicoloured panes of glass strangely hypnotic. One window in a dilapidated church hidden in the folds of the Yorkshire Dales has an orchid, the mythical Lady’s Slipper, glimmering gold and burgundy.

         Back on the road, Michael and I drove right to the end of the peninsula. The sun had firmly established itself and we pulled over to take photos of the surrounding scenery: an incredibly blue sky above a glittering Atlantic Ocean, isolated islands and crumbling cliffs.

         At one point the road verged on a small marshy area and my eyes were drawn to a plant with an inflorescence packed with small pink flowers growing beside a mirror-like pool of water. It was an orchid. An Irish Marsh Orchid? It couldn’t be; it was the middle of May and according to my books that would be early in a normal season, let alone a late one.

         I jumped down from the roadside and landed among the rushes. The plant was still tightly in bud with the exception of a single floret. Bending down, I lifted the lip of the flower with my finger in order to inspect the loopy patterns so characteristic of the genus Dactylorhiza. It was certainly a marsh orchid, but I couldn’t tell which one. Of all our native species, the dactyl – or marsh – orchids, named after the finger-like projections in their root system, are among the most difficult to identify. Not only is each species extremely variable, but they have an annoying tendency to hybridise given the smallest opportunity. The resulting plethora of intermediate hybrids makes it so difficult to tell parent from child that many botanists around the country have completely given up on them.

         The plant I had on the Dingle Peninsula was particularly puzzling. Ireland is host to only four species of marsh orchid: Northern, Pugsley’s, Early and Irish. It was far too early in the season for the first pair so I was already down to two species. Reading the descriptions in Harrap, it seemed relatively easy to distinguish them. Irish Marsh is generally darker, with a broad three-lobed lip patterned with deep-purple double loops; Early Marsh Orchids usually have paler flowers and a very pinched lip. The key difference, it seemed, was that the Early Marsh held its sepals aloft, like a celebratory sports fan, rather than horizontally. I glanced down at the sepals which were held at 45 degrees: not quite celebratory but not exactly unhappy either. Typical.

         No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t make my mind up. I took as many photos as possible, focusing on the intricate spotted markings on the lip, and sent them to Steve Povey, a fellow botanist and orchid specialist. I was probably just being a bit slow after months out of practice.

         
            [image: ]
            

         

         The next couple of days were spent in and out of the cottage. Michael was curious about what it had been like for me growing up with two vicars for parents. It was an unusual situation. My parents were not only involved in the church, but in my schools too, so all my friends knew who they were. My father would come in once a week to give assemblies at my primary school and I would dutifully listen to every word he had to say as if he were no different from all the other teachers. As I got older, it became harder
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