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Introduction

For many years I have loved observing nature – not only in a garden, but in the wider world. The landscapes I encounter for the first time, as well as the ones I have known well over the years, have always had a profound impact on me, whether land, plants or place. I have always immersed myself in landscapes, be they woodland, clifftop, marsh, beach, mountain or heath. I was lucky to grow up in a family that was regularly tumbling about in the great outdoors, and now I am grateful to spend much of my working life in the open air, rejoicing in each season that passes.

Having grown up on the Kent coast, lived in Scotland, and with friends and family all around the British Isles and, for the last 12 years, living in the South West of England, I am familiar with lots of places. My work, of course, takes me from flower show to garden, to talks and everything in between, in all kinds of locations. So for me, travelling through the seasons has become a part of my daily life. This perpetual movement can be dizzying and disconnecting. For some years now, I have made it my mission to find time (while in motion) to be an observer and explore the lands I visit. I started pressing flowers some years ago in a homemade flower press. It took me a week one winter to cut it out, drill holes in the right places, sand, paint and varnish it. Since then I have had varying success in pressing the flowers not only from my travels but also the ones I grow, and one thing I have noticed is that in carefully picking and placing them in the press, I form vivid memories of my encounters with place and plant. In carefully picking and pressing, then revisiting these flowers over the years, I am able to recall with clarity and intensity the sights and smells, the environment and the people who were with me. Better than a photograph or list.

In this book – covering a year when I had made an active decision to reacquaint myself with travel for pleasure as well as travel for work – I recall the meetings I had with different flowers along the highways and byways, woodlands and marshes of the familiar and new places I walked. I pressed some of the plants, but I mostly made notes on them, researched them, wrote their tales and found – as I always do when I delve deeper into nature’s stories – that I developed a new respect and affection for the plants I knew, as well as those I had never met before. The world around us is a magical place and observing it deliberately allows us to slow down and bask in the wonders just outside our front doors…if we care to look.

As such, this is not a comprehensive list of all wildflowers, but a snapshot of some of those I saw along the way in my travels.

My observations throughout the year have revealed that timings are changing according to established wisdom, lots of which comes from traditional idioms and stories, as well as encyclopaedias. Our climate has definitely been shifting. When many of these histories were recorded the world was a lot colder. That colder period will have made spring flowers emerge later, so a lot of our ideas about when plants ‘should’ flower doesn’t always play out in the wild. It has been interesting to notice this through the year. Undoubtedly, where I live in South West England, there is a coastal influence that keeps things cool in summer and warm in winter, as well as the effect of a changing climate and warmer winters in very recent years. All of these factors contribute to flowers being seen a number of weeks, or even months, before the books tell us to expect them. I feel more and more that rather than looking at our gardens and landscapes on a month-by-month basis, it would be more helpful to say ‘when the soil warms up’ or ‘once the days get longer’. It sounds vague, but in actual fact I imagine for a lot of our history we would have experienced the world through such descriptions. With the advent of science and documentation, we stopped having quite the same fluidity and instead gave way to expectation.

For this book, I recorded what I saw, and read some wonderful tales and histories to inform me further. I have reported the featured flowers when I saw them (months of flowering are given on the table of contents), and not necessarily when the books say you should see them.

The world around us is a magical place and observing it deliberately allows us to slow down and bask in the wonders just outside our front doors… if we care to look.


Wetland
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Wetland habitats are varied landscapes, often in need of protection, like chalk streams and peat bogs. In many temperate regions, it is thought that a changing climate will generally bring more rainfall and storms rather than the heat and wildfires of other regions of the world. Therefore, familiarizing ourselves with plants that can cope with water, even in large quantities, and particularly those that can survive periodic flooding and drying will help us find resilience in our own landscapes.

Plants that grow by or in water can not only make a wet landscape feel more beautiful, but can also play an active role in remedial flood protection, to reduce storm water, burst riverbanks and flash flooding. Roots of plants in wetland areas can also filtrate and clean water. Many environmentally minded organizations and businesses use reed bed filtration to clean grey water and recycle it. Though water is a huge part of a landscape, and we often feel we are seeing more of it, there is no denying that in those years where water fails to make an appearance, our landscapes and all of the creatures in them are stretched to breaking point. So, the careful use of water is something we should all be thinking about.

Wetland habitats vary greatly. Huge lakes and rivers are the most impressive. But dykes, ditches, drains even, also provide habitats for many species of plant and creature. There are also regions which should be permanently moist. These include bogs and mires, which are mostly wet uplands, and marshes and fens, which generally occur nearer sea level.

An upland bog is characterized by a dome-shaped dip, which fills up when the rain falls and water cannot escape. A mire, by contrast, is often a varied landscape that will be fed by rainfall and natural water sources like burns, brooks and springs. Both contain lots of mosses. Generally, though not always, bogs are considered more likely than mires to house trees like willow, alder and birch. Mires are usually acidic in nature.

A marsh is a low-lying, flat landscape which is permanently wet, as is a fen. Generally, a marsh is mineral-rich and made up of much vegetation, including grasses, rushes and herbaceous perennials, while a fen is usually peaty and acidic. All of these wet landscapes are the subject of many a legend. The famous fictional Grimpen Mire of Sherlock Holmes (actually based on Fox Tor on Dartmoor), with its ghostly hound, is a prime example. As is the marsh of Dickens and his misunderstood criminal, Magwitch. This follows a tradition of stories, though. To us, these places are inhospitable and eerie. Often exposed, cold and deadly if you put a foot wrong and find yourself sinking in mud. It is no wonder then that the legends relating to wetlands have often been associated with fairies, witches and ghouls that cry on the wind.
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Streams and rivers, on the other hand, are much more friendly, despite the odd kelpie (a legendary water demon). This is probably because these waterways help us in some way. Water for drinking and cleaning is provided by springs and streams, and trade has long been part of the history of the river network. In running water, plants also grow, and the ground alongside streams and rivers is particularly rich with flora. Water is a vector for seed dispersal, so fertile riverbanks are all too often plagued with uncontrollable populations of plants like Himalayan balsam (Impatiens glandulifera) and giant hogweed (Heracleum mantegazzianum) in the UK, while some European natives have invaded wetlands in countries like New Zealand and the USA. Increased occurrences of sewage dumping also causes river systems to be an environmental concern.

Man-made ditches and ducts, drains and canals are also places where an abundance of water-loving species can thrive.

Plants that have evolved to live in or beside water have to find ways to cope without air. We all know that plants need water to survive, and I suppose that because air is all around us it is therefore taken for granted. But even a plant’s roots need air. The sorts of adaptations we see in marginal and wetland plants are pithy or hollow stems that can hold air. Reeds and rushes, and plants like cotton grass, display this characteristic. Something else you might notice is that plants tend to grow taller when there are plenty of available nutrients and lots of moisture, and resources can be exploited to the full. Aerial roots or shallow roots that undergo periods of dryness when the water table is low are often present. Plants like hemlock water dropwort have tubers, thicker roots near the surface of the soil and more fibrous ones further down, whereas rosebay willowherb has very shallow roots for a plant so statuesque.

Plants that grow by or in water can not only make a wet landscape feel more beautiful, but can also play an active role in remedial flood protection, to reduce storm water, burst riverbanks and flash flooding.



Lady’s Smock

— Cardamine pratensis —

Alternative names: Cuckoo flower, Milkmaid, Headaches

The arrival of spring is a difficult time to pinpoint. There are those days in February when there is a little warmth in the sun, and the snowdrops and daffodils begin to flower. We start sowing some seeds around then too – surely a herald of the year to come. Traditionally, though, spring is heralded by the song of the first cuckoo. If that be the case, then lady’s smock must likewise signal the turning point, as it was named ‘cuckoo flower’ because the beautiful blooms emerge at that same point – in late April or early May.

There is a field I pass on my way home that was once a small port, now reclaimed and drained, leaving a wet meadow. By April, I see the lady’s smock has started to flower when I drive along at sunset. Perhaps it is because of their habitat in wet grassland that the plants always seem so well set off – always in a drift, always catching the setting sun, delicate yet never really hampered by other flowers vying for our attention.

Lady’s smock is a hairless, herbaceous perennial with a rosette of pinnate leaves at the base. A tall stem of a flower, up to 30cm (12in) high, generally appears between April and June. As a member of the Brassicaceae family, like cabbage and mustard, they have a cruciform flower made of four petals. These petals are pale pink, lilac or occasionally white, and covered with decorative pink or purple patterns of veining.

Pollinators and wildlife interactions

These plants are famous for being covered in ‘cuckoo spit’, which is not cuckoo spit at all but the secretions of the froghopper nymph, as it grows on the stems of certain plants. The froghopper is an important food source for birds like swallows, swifts and house martins. The plants themselves are a food source for many insects, but most significantly for the orange-tip butterfly – Anthocharis cardamines – named like the plant.

Folklore and history

These flowers do not have much use in a historical sense and nor is there very much folklore surrounding them, but that may be because they were considered unlucky. Their delicate, pale and pretty flowers naturally makes them the property of the fairies, and as such it seems to have been strictly prohibited to go anywhere near them or interact with them. Children would be warned to stay away. Bringing them into the house was considered exceptionally unlucky. I have even found references to May Day wreaths and garlands being completely remade because a single cuckoo flower was found in them by mistake.

Another rather appealing tale is that the name ‘lady’s smock’ might have come about because of the springtime ‘activities’ of courting couples, though why only the lady should be credited for this is beyond me.
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Hemlock Water Dropwort

— Oenanthe crocata —

Alternative names: Dead man’s fingers, Dead tongue, The sardonic herb

I have made it my business to study this plant and all members of the carrot family, Apiaceae, as it simultaneously houses the most delicious and the deadliest of plants. I often see this family member on a walk, which goes through a woodland and alongside a stream.

Related coriander bears a resemblance to hemlock water dropwort, with smooth, hairless leaves, made up of little rounded leaflets, which are tri-pinnate or even four-times-pinnate. The leaves of both plants change over the course of the summer – round and blobby, like large maidenhair fern leaves (Adiantum species) in spring, and becoming more finely toothed as the plant approaches flowering. By the time the flowers form, which are white umbels divided into smaller clusters forming one larger semi-sphere rather than a single flat top, the leaves are so delicate they could be lace.

Unlike coriander, hemlock water dropwort are tall – about 1.5m (5ft) – and perennial. They form thick clumps of roots and nearest the surface these roots have at least five white, fleshy tubers, which if broken leave a yellow stain on your skin. They look like water parsnips and grow in the same environment, and their stems resemble celery, so foragers beware. They even have a scent like parsley. I tip my hat as I pass, acknowledging my respect, because getting on the wrong side of this plant might well be the last thing you do.

Hemlock water dropwort sometimes grows in meadows and woodland as well as boggy marshlands, and is often seen alongside alder or willow trees which love similarly damp conditions. Its native range runs from the UK and Ireland, down the western edge of Europe and into the Mediterranean, Morocco and Madeira. They have been introduced to Germany and North-East Argentina.

Pollinators and wildlife interactions

Prasocuris and Hypera beetles feed from the plants, as do some species of fly and some micromoths. The celery fly lays its eggs on the plant, and its larvae will feed on it. In terms of improving the wider environment, having its roots in water can filter streams and help in flood water management.

Folklore and history

The name of this plant is from Greek. Oenanthe means ‘wine flower’ and crocata means ‘like crocus’, because of the saffron-hued yellow liquid in the roots. One root is apparently sufficient to kill a large cow – the death is said to be very painful with the alkaloid oenanthotoxin acting on the nerves, causing convulsions and seizures, cardiac and respiratory problems. It can also paralyze the voice box, which is where the name ‘dead tongue’ originates. The word sardonic is associated with this plant as a result of the strange smile found on the face of those poor souls who suffered death from its poisons.
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Purple Loosestrife

— Lythrum salicaria —

Alternative names: Spiked loosestrife, Iron hards, Wound plant (Ireland), Red Sally

This is a wonderful perennial plant that you will find if you visit wetlands. The most striking aspect of its appearance is its stature; it can grow to adult eye-level and its spike of magenta flowers cannot be ignored. Despite its reputation as a bog plant, in recent years I have seen purple loosestrife in places where it certainly shouldn’t be. Another example perhaps of a changing climate and plants becoming more adaptable? Or maybe we have always been a little zealous in pigeonholing plants and categorizing them, when sometimes they are able to stretch their environmental niche in ways we cannot predict.

This plant is a member of its own family, Lythraceae, characterized in some part by a crumpled bud and layered seeds. This particular species can grow up to 2m (6½ft) tall in favourable, likely damp, conditions, with long single stems forming from a woody mass of root. Arranged around these branchless stems are lanceolate leaves, either in opposite pairs or in whorls of three. Each plant has three different types of flower – long, medium and short – and these need to pollinate each other. Fruits then form in capsules and as the autumn goes on, the plant will often turn red before dying back to the ground.

Purple loosestrife is native to Europe, Central Asia and North Africa. It has been introduced to South America, as well as New Zealand and the USA, where it can be invasive, and its spread has proved difficult to control. One plant can produce over 2.5 million seeds, which have wreaked havoc around New Zealand. Biological controls are being tried and tested to keep the plant in check and prevent further spread, and since these trials began in 1985, five different insects have been found to knock the plant back to some degree.

Pollinators and wildlife interactions

With different shaped flowers and growing in boggy land, these plants appeal to a host of insects. The black-margined loosestrife beetle is particularly associated with them.

Folklore and history

There are varied uses documented for purple loosestrife. Perhaps most interestingly, elements of the plant have been found to have antibiotic capabilities, especially in the treatment of the typhus bacteria. Research has been published by the US National Institutes of Health on the benefits of purple loosestrife, which has been found to contain antinociceptive (the ability to block pain receptor processes), antifungal, antibacterial and anti-inflammatory properties. While this is interesting, the plant does not seem to be widely used in modern medicine. In the past, it has been employed to treat diarrhoea and dysentery, and widely used as a wound healer and to prevent heavy periods, as well as to brighten the eyes.

The thick, hard-to-remove root system was used in the tanning process of leather production, as it is high in tannins and was said to be a good alternative to oak.
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Bog Asphodel

— Narthecium ossifragum —

Alternative names: Lancashire asphodel, Bastard asphodel, Breakbone, Maidenhair

I found this plant with my nose. I have been visiting the Lake District for many years and, as a child, I was taken around rocky landscapes by my rock-climbing dad. There is something about the Cumbrian mountains that feels like proper mountains. On first sight, they took my breath away. Ever since, I have been promising to take my mum there and last year I finally got the chance. The weather was poor, but we drove around, and we walked. On one of our walks, she made me climb into a bog to pick cotton grass (Eriophoprum) for her to weave with!

We did one particularly long walk, which was meant to be a few hours, but turned out to be eight, and we got a little lost! The dog loved it. I loved it. My mum…made it! And on that walk, I encountered an intoxicating perfume that seemed to fill the whole woodland we were in. I followed my nose until I found the source. It was a woodland bog full of bog asphodel – a plant I had never met before.

This is a diminutive perennial that spreads through rhizomes in the soil. It bears a mass of small, yellow flowers on little spikes, no higher than 25cm (10in) and leaves that are strappy and up to 15cm (6in) in length. The plant is not actually related to asphodels and is in the family Nartheciaceae. It is self-fertile and has evolved in very wet areas, culminating in a fascinating adaptation that enables it to be pollinated by the rain. The bright orange stamens and fruits of the plant have been used as a saffron alternative.

Bog asphodel occurs most frequently in

Pollinators and wildlife interactions


Folklore and history
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Meadowsweet

— Filipendula ulmaria —

Alternative names: Queen of the meadow, Old man’s pepper, Herbal aspirin
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Rosebay Willowherb

— Epilobium angustifolium —

Alternative names: Fireweed, Mother-die, Thunderflower
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Deadly Nightshade

— Atropa belladonna —

Alternative names: Belladonna, Banewort
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Devil’s Bit Scabious

— Succisa pratensis —

Alternative name: Devil’s-bit
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Pollinators and wildlife interactions
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Hemp Agrimony

— Eupatorium cannabinum —

Alternative names: Holy rope, Raspberries and cream, Purple bone set, Joe Pye weed, Purple thoroughwort




Pollinators and wildlife interactions


Folklore and history
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