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Rae Spencer-Jones learned to love wild flowers and her natural surroundings as a child from the many walks she enjoyed with her mother in the Buckinghamshire countryside. Rae studied horticulture at Writtle College before working for garden photographer Marcus Harpur and his father Jerry. After a period on the editorial team of Gardens Illustrated, she was a freelance horticultural journalist writing for, among others, the Daily Telegraph, The Times, BBC Gardeners’ World and Gardens Illustrated. Rae is currently the book publisher for the Royal Horticultural Society.
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Sarah Cuttle is one of the UK’s most inspiring garden photographers. Her work is regularly published in national magazines, including BBC Gardeners’ World and RHS The Garden. She is commissioned by the RHS to cover their annual shows, and has recently been accepted as associate photographer for RBG Kew. Sarah says that she has always been intrigued by the aesthetics of wild flowers – how features and colours can be used in the smallest of proportions – and also by how incredibly hardy they are, with an enviable way of adapting to their environment.
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Famously immortalised by Wordsworth, drifts of the dainty wild daffodil (Narcissus pseudonarcissus) are now surprisingly rare in Britain.



Introduction

For those of us fortunate enough to have grown up in the countryside or with a garden, wild flowers are inevitably woven into the fabric of our childhood. How many of us have memories of painstakingly constructing a daisy chain, holding a buttercup in hot sweaty hands beneath our chin to prove beyond doubt that we adore butter, or vigorously sucking on the flowers of a deadnettle to squeeze out the faintest trace of sweet nectar?

Wild flowers are the essence of the natural world, whether an azure sea of bluebells that stretches as far as the eye can see or a single rare and exquisite orchid that demands close inspection on hands and knees to admire its intricate detailing. Apparently so fragile, these plucky plants should never be underestimated. Wild flowers are brilliantly equipped to survive the most hostile of natural environments, from rock crevices to salt marshes. Their ability to attract and accommodate a whole host of pollinating insects is a miracle of engineering and, whether distributing their seed via minuscule feathery parachutes or gluttonous ants, each plant has evolved its own remarkable device to guarantee its reason for being – the ability to compete effectively and efficiently for survival.

In the face of all this genius it is unsurprising that wild flowers have been fêted by and invoked the admiration of botanists, herbalists, artists and poets for thousands of years. As a result, myriad wild-flower field guides, elaborate herbals and a wealth of literature and art have been produced in their honour.

Our aim for this book was first and foremost to create a friendly photographic guide for identifying wild flowers by colour. However, as the concept for the book evolved, we found ourselves not only amazed by the methods these plants employ to survive and flourish in their natural habitats, but captivated by the folklore surrounding wild flowers and inspired by the powerful influence that they have had on the foods we eat and the medicines we have relied on for centuries.

Yet sadly in the 21st century these precious plants are facing their greatest challenge: to survive the loss of their natural habitats through intensive farming methods, to compete against invasive foreign plant introductions and to combat indiscriminate and wholesale collection from the wild. All these factors are man-made and some are irreversible.

To this end, the chapter devoted to the conservation of wild flowers looks in more detail at the issues surrounding the threats to wild-flower populations, the measures in place to protect them and some of the many organisations involved in their conservation. The short chapter on gardening with wild flowers provides an overview on recreating their habitats in your own backyard – the single most important contribution that we, as plant lovers and gardeners, can make to the conservation and protection of species (other than refraining from picking them).
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The glowing yellow blooms of bog asphodel (Narthecium ossifragum) turn dark orange as they mature before dramatic orange fruits appear in the autumn.
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A magnet for pollinating bees and butterflies, the purple-flowering marsh thistle (Cirsium palustre) is a common wild flower of marshes and damp woodland.

However, important as they are, it is vital to remember that wild flowers are part of a wider picture, which includes the insects, birds and other animals they attract and benefit from and not least the habitats where both flora and fauna should be allowed to thrive undisturbed. Once equipped with the ability to identify wild flowers, we can then begin to understand and interpret our surroundings, the associated plant life and creatures and most importantly appreciate and protect these increasingly fragile and endangered ecosystems. This has to be the ultimate purpose of this book.

Producing Wild Flowers of Britain and Ireland has been a remarkable experience. Both of us have been buoyed along by our own deep-seated affection for wild flowers – its origins in our own childhood memories – along with a growing passion and respect for the plants that we have photographed and researched, and the issues that surround them. Between us we have learned more about wild flowers than we could have ever imagined, yet we are still painfully aware that we have only just scratched the surface. Through our words and pictures we aim to share with you some of what we have learned and in doing so, inspire in you an appreciation for the natural environment that will remain with you for a lifetime.
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Rae Spencer-Jones and Sarah Cuttle, 2005.


About this book

Choosing the plants

Approximately 2,500 native species of wild flowers have been recorded in Britain and Ireland. To represent all these plants is beyond the scope of this book. Instead we chose just over 600 native and introduced flowering perennials, biennials, annuals, climbers and some sub-shrubs that you are most likely to come across in the rural or urban environment. Plants not included in this book were rejected on the basis that they were too similar to species already included in the list, too rare or too insignificant. The representation of wild plant families is as comprehensive as possible, but this book does not include grasses, sedges, ferns, shrubs or trees.

Britain and Ireland

This book covers wild flowers both native and introduced in Great Britain and Ireland. They are also found in much of the rest of northern Europe, including France, Germany, Sweden, Norway, Finland, Denmark, Belgium, Holland, the Faeroe Islands and Iceland.

The photographs

The photography for this book is the result of a Herculean effort. Sarah spent two years driving thousands of miles to capture wild flowers in all weathers and every kind of habitat. It took a 300-mile round trip to find the elusive early spider orchid on the Dorset coastline; she rolled up her trousers and waded into a lake near Snowdonia to get a shot of water lobelia, and braved London’s South Circular to photograph a drift of wild daffodils. Occasionally Sarah employed eccentric methods, including receiving a sample of Bermuda buttercup by post in a Tupperware box. She also spent many painstaking hours in a glasshouse at

British Wildflower Plants in Norfolk under the expert eye of Linda Laxton. Linda is just one of the extremely knowledgeable botanists who gave generously, freely and patiently of their help and advice to produce this book, along with Dr Tom Cope and our botanical adviser Barry Tebbs.

The choice to photograph the plants rather than to illustrate them was made to give a true representation of the plants rather than an idealised version; we hope that this makes it easier for you to identify them.

The images were taken both on location and under studio conditions. The location shots were all taken in the British Isles and aim to set the wild flowers in their natural context, giving them a sense of place to make them easier to identify. The studio images consist of plants grown under nursery conditions at British Wildflower Plants in Norfolk).
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Water lobelia (Lobelia dortmanna) thrives in shallow acid water where it throws up elegant spires of exquisite pale lilac flowers.



The 600 wild flowers were photographed over a period of two years and have been placed chronologically, as far as possible, within each chapter. In hindsight this record shows that wild flowers bloom when we least expect them to: early, late or not at all, depending on the climatic vagaries of each season. In Britain, 2003 presented us with a typically wet British summer until the end of July, when the rain was replaced by a searing drought causing the wild flowers to simply disappear halfway through the season. In 2004 the weather was wetter and warmer overall and as a consequence many plants flowered earlier, while later in the season a greater number of wild flowers were still in evidence than the previous year.

Colour

The wild flowers in this book have largely been arranged according to the colour of their flowers. Conventional wild-flower field guides are ordered by plant family, but as this book is not attempting to replicate a botanical field guide in the traditional sense, we have chosen to focus on the most obvious aspect of a plant – the colour of its flowers. In so doing we hope that we have made plant identification easier, particularly for those who are not familiar with the science of taxonomy.

However, while photographing the plants it became clear that the subjective perception of colour would play an important role in determining which plants were placed in each colour chapter. As a result we decided to amalgamate the purple and blue plants into one chapter when it became abundantly clear that one person’s blue was another person’s purple! Furthermore, where plants have tiny insignificant flowers that are, for example, technically green yet for the most part the plant appears red, we have opted to place it in the red chapter on the basis that the main principle of this book is identification based on the first impression of each plant.
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The demure chickweed wintergreen (Trientalis europaea) possesses hidden talents for curing blood poisoning and mending wounds.



Scale

In order to give some impression of the scale of each plant the size has been described approximately in the text, for example as twice life size, life size or half life-size.

The text

It has never been our intention to produce a traditional botanical field guide. Our vision has been to create a book that makes wild flowers accessible to those who have little or no botanical knowledge and to provide those with more experience with information beyond that needed to identify wild flowers in their natural habitats. The concept of this book has always been about instilling enthusiasm into anyone with even the most vague interest in wild flowers, while hopefully increasing their knowledge.

In the text a brief description of each plant is given, which includes botanical (Latin) and common names, the type of plant (perennial, biennial, annual, climber or sub-shrub), height, scale, habitat, distribution through northern Europe (which includes Britain and Ireland except where stated) and flowering period. This information is supplemented by a description of each plant’s structure (flowers, leaves, stems, roots and where significant the fruits and seeds), facts on pollination and seed distribution, folklore and anecdotes, and the origins of Latin names, British common names and some common names used in the other countries of northern Europe. Where possible, there are also suggestions on where and how to grow these plants in the garden, with recommendations of alternative garden cultivars and methods of eradication if the plant is considered a garden weed.

Needless to say, none of this information could have been given without recourse to the wealth of reference books devoted to wild flowers, most of which have been labours of love and taken many years to research and write, and all of which are listed in Further Reading. This book aims to bring a little of this information together in one place.

Height and spread

We have opted to provide dimensions for the height only of each plant. Spread has been omitted because it is more variable than height, being influenced mainly by the soil conditions in which the plant is growing. For example, a 50cm high plant may be growing in good soil allowing it to become much more branched and bushy, while the same plant growing in poor soil can be the same height but single-stemmed and with no branches.
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Wild-flower expert and photographic consultant to this book, Linda Laxton’s nursery, British Wildflower Plants in Norfolk, stocks over 400 species of native wild flowers.




IMPORTANT NOTE

Wild Flowers of Britain and Ireland does not intend to encourage the collection of wild flowers from their natural habitats under any circumstances. Modern photographic equipment provides by far the best and most rewarding means for recording your finds in situ without compromising populations of wild plants. If you own an SLR camera, invest in a macro lens or an extension tube at relatively little cost for closeup shots. Pocket digital cameras are lightweight and, without film costs to consider, they are economical and provide instant results. Otherwise these days most of us own a mobile phone and many models are now equipped with cameras – some even have a zoom option that allows close-up shots of the smaller wild-flower species. A x 10 hand lens will allow you to scrutinise the detail of each plant up close.
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Now a familiar plant of coastal wasteland, Alexanders (Smyrnium olusatrum) is an ancient potherb, cultivated by the Romans for its celery-like stems.





A brief history of wild flowers in Britain and Ireland

Around 15,000 years ago Britain, Ireland and northern Europe was one landmass and in the grip of the Ice Age, which nearly emptied the landscape of vegetation. When the ice finally retreated, herbaceous plants began a rapid comeback, arriving in Britain from Europe via the tract of land that connected them. As Britain and Ireland were separated from Europe by the rise in sea level, the movement of wild-flower seed from one region to another was limited. Fewer new species of wild flowers could establish themselves and instead slower-growing shrubs and trees formed dense primary or ancient woodland, which shaded out most of the herbaceous plants.

Neolithic man was the first to fell these immense tracts of primary woodland to make way for crops and livestock. Consequently areas of land were opened up again and exposed to the light, which allowed plants, such as the bluebell and primrose, to successfully re-establish themselves. Subsequent generations of human settlers continued to fell trees and cultivate the land. For example, in Britain the Celts, who grew corn and raised cattle, were responsible for creating the semi-natural habitats where some of our most familiar wild flowers such as fat hen, grow today.

Many of the plants of Britain and Ireland now perceived as native wild flowers were introduced from the rest of Europe or the New World intentionally for medicinal, culinary and garden use. The Romans brought us potherbs such as Alexanders and cornfield plants including the now rare corncockle and corn marigold. Pineappleweed was introduced from North America in the 19th century and, distributed on shoe soles and car tyres, has colonised tracks and paths where it tolerates trampling. Other wild flowers arrived unexpectedly in seed form among goods shipped from abroad. Today several garden escapees, such as the flamboyant monkey flower from North America, have successfully survived beyond the garden wall and, conversely, many wild flowers have been cultivated as garden plants – crane’s-bill geraniums and roses are particularly obvious examples.
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Harbinger of spring, the primrose (Primula vulgaris), or ‘first rose’, flourishes in the shelter of hedge-banks and under deciduous trees. Its simple beauty is not its only attribute – it has myriad medicinal uses as well as edible flowers.
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Sea kale (Crambe maritima) had been harvested from its coastal environs for centuries before it was cultivated as a vegetable.



Wild flowers and their uses

For centuries man has exploited wild plants as sources of food, for medicine and for socio-economic purposes. Some wild flowers have become important food crops for both man and livestock. Red clover, for example, is grown both as a fodder crop and to enrich the soil through its nitrogen-fixing abilities. Other wild flowers, such as sea kale, reflexed stonecrop and rock samphire were harvested, occasionally at great human cost, as delicacies. Then there are those wild plants that are the ancestors of modern varieties of fruit and vegetables such as wild cabbage, which is said to be the progenitor of modern varieties of cabbage, Brussels sprouts and cauliflower. And dye plants, such as madder (for red), woad (for blue) and weld (for yellow), were all grown on a commercial scale until they were superseded by synthetic dyes.

Many wild flowers were bestowed with unlikely medicinal properties on the basis of the 16th-century philosophy known as the Doctrine of Signatures, thanks to their superficial resemblance to parts of the human body. Eyebright, for example, was thought to resemble the eye and as a result was meant to possess properties that cured eye ailments. Other wild flowers, however, had genuine medicinal properties, which were documented by famous herbalists such as John Gerard and Nicholas Culpeper. Some have since been exploited, developed and even synthesised in modern medicines – primrose is still used in expectorants against bronchitis and common evening primrose remains an accepted cure for pre-menstrual tension and symptoms of the menopause.
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Steeped in magic and mystery, mistletoe (Viscum album) has been intrinsic to religion and ritual for hundreds of years.



Throughout history, wild flowers have had fundamental roles in both religion and magic. In France goat’s beard is closely associated with the Catholic festival, St John’s Eve. Countless wild flowers were woven into legends about fairies and elves; witches and the devil were regularly kept at bay by flowers hung over doorframes and, in Ireland, bunches of marsh marigold are said to protect fertile cattle from witches and fairies. Many wild plants are historically bound up with love and romance – the drowning knight in the romantic tale of the forget-me-not is particularly poignant (Green alkanet), plucking a daisy’s petals one by one will tell whether one’s lover is true and, of course, Christmas wouldn’t be complete without a kiss under the mistletoe.
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Men risked their lives to harvest rock samphire (Crithmum maritimum) from cliff-tops. The leaves were pickled and the stems cooked and smothered in butter.




Wild - flower habitats

How and where wild flowers grow is influenced by variations in soil, sunlight and climatic conditions; these in turn determine a wild flower’s habitat.

Grassland

Grassland appears at both high and low altitudes and on a variety of soil types from chalk to clay. The type of grassland and the number of wild-flower species it contains is also determined by the presence or lack of fertilisers. Those areas that have been fertilised to increase the level of nutrients tend to have a poorer diversity of wild flowers, while impoverished soils tend to have a richer diversity of wild flowers.
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Wild strawberry (Fragaria vesca)



Chalk grassland

Chalk grassland is an ancient semi-natural habitat, which is the result of woodland clearance to create grazing for livestock. The soil is generally shallow and alkaline, and supports a rich variety of wild flowers. Many species are low growing, such as plantains & Greater plantain) and wild strawberry, adapted to tolerate grazing by livestock (and rabbits) with flat basal rosettes of leaves. Exposed to full sun, chalk grassland plants flower from late spring through to late summer.

Meadows

Meadowland is a semi-natural habitat, also resulting from ancient woodland clearance. Often exposed to full sun, spring meadows and summer hay meadows support a vast diversity of perennial wild flowers, such as bugle, lesser stitchwort, common knapweed and lady’s bedstraw and associated animals and insects (see chapter on Gardening with Wild Flowers).

Wet meadows exist near lakes and rivers and are home to plants such as ragged robin and snake’s-head fritillary. Depending on how the land is managed, ground-hugging plants such as daisies may be present if the grass is mown regularly. Where the meadow is wetter, it is more likely to become marsh.
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Bugle (Ajuga reptans)
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Bluebell (Hyacinthoides non-scripta)



Woodland

Few tracts of the primary or ancient woodland described above remain. Most of the woodland we recognise today has been managed by man for thousands of years, whether as coppiced woodland or through selective felling. There are two types of woodland: coniferous and deciduous. Coniferous woods, which tend to grow on acid soil and consist mostly of pine trees in Britain and Ireland, cast deep shade, and as a result, fewer wild flowers grow there. Deciduous woodland consists mainly of oak, ash, beech and birch trees. Soil types range from shallow and dry acid and alkaline soils to deep, clay soils. A wide range of plants benefit from the light that filters down to the woodland floor, with spring-, autumn- and winter-flowering plants coming into flower when the shade is at its lightest. Plants of deciduous woodland include wood anemones, bluebells and snowdrops.
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Wood anemone (Anemone nemorosa)
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Cow parsley (Anthriscus sylvestris)
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Bog orchid (Hammarbya paludosa)
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Common sea lavender (Limonium vulgare)
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Common glasswort (Salicornia europaea)



Heath and acid bogs

Most heath is semi-natural, having been established as a result of man’s agricultural activities. The soil tends to be very acid and the variety of plants that can tolerate such a low pH is limited. Plants that do thrive in these conditions, however, include the heathers & Bell heather). Areas of heath where moisture cannot drain away turn into acid bog, which is often home to some of our most unusual wild flowers such as the sundews and elusive species of orchid.

Fens

Fens are waterlogged areas of land, rich in nutrients and usually on alkaline soil. If they are regularly maintained, either by mowing or cutting, to prevent them from being invaded by shrubs and trees, they are often home to a rich variety of summer-flowering herbaceous perennials.

Hedgerows

Hedgerows are man-made habitats and in Britain many were planted as boundaries to enclose Anglo-Saxon fields or are remnants of woodland deliberately left as wind breaks. In Britain the Parliamentary Land Enclosures Acts of the 18th and 19th centuries enforced the planting of hedges to enclose pasture, fields and wasteland. Plants such as cow parsley and garlic mustard thrive in the shelter provided by hedges, while they support climbing plants such as old man’s beard and honeysuckle. The orientation of the hedge determines the type of plants that will colonise in the microclimate at its base, for example, sun lovers thrive on the south side of a hedge while shade-tolerant plants flourish on the north side (see chapter on Gardening with Wild Flowers).

Salt marshes

Salt marshes are coastal habitats that succumb to the twice-daily tidal comings and goings of the sea. The wild flowers that succeed in this habitat have adapted to tolerate high levels of salt in both the water and the air, for example, glassworts and seablites. Some plants avoid the tides and colonise the upper reaches of the salt marsh where succulent leaves, papery petals and fine hairs are all devices that allow them to tolerate the drying and salty winds. Sea lavender is a spectacular example.

Beaches and sand dunes

Both sandy and pebbly beaches and sand dunes have little soil, are poor in nutrients and are exposed to strong coastal winds. However, these habitats still support a varied if limited range of wild flowers, which have adapted to survive their hostile conditions by possessing deep penetrating roots or succulent blue-grey foliage, for example. Plants that thrive in coastal conditions include sea holly, viper’s bugloss and edible sea kale.
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Yellow-horned poppy (Glaucium flavum)
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Natural wetlands are a threatened habitat.



Freshwater ponds, rivers and streams

The range of wild flowers found in and around freshwater habitats is determined by several factors: the depth of water, the speed of the current, the composition of the bottom – i.e. whether it consists of sand, stones or mud – the quality of the water and the water’s acidity (Rose, 1981) – water lilies, for example, will only grow in water that is unpolluted. Plants growing near or in water may be divided into oxygenators, plants that grow under the surface of the water and supply oxygen; floating plants, which have floating leaves and create shade that keeps the water cool; emergents, which grow with their roots under the water and their leaves above the surface, and marginals, which grow in the damp soil at the water’s edge (see chapter on Gardening with Wild Flowers).
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Common water crowfoot (Ranunculus aquatilis)



Cultivated land, wasteland, roadsides and railways

Land disturbed by man’s activities seems an unlikely and even hostile environment for wild flowers to flourish, but in these habitats some of the most beautiful and diverse types of wild flower grows. For example, cornfields, where the soil is ploughed annually, are typically populated by cornfield annuals such as cornflower, corncockle, field poppy and corn chamomile (Anthemis arvensis). On wasteland where the soil and vegetation are left unmanaged, persistent perennials such as stinging nettle and bindweed are familiar plants. On bare soil, annuals quickly colonise the area, often producing hundreds of thousands of seed in one season to guarantee their survival.
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Hemp agrimony (Eupatorium cannabinum)



Transport infrastructures such as roads, railways and canals are often responsible for the successful spread of some wild flowers introduced from abroad. In Britain, the classic example of this type of distribution is Oxford ragwort (Senecio squalidus), which travelled from Italy to Oxford, where it was first recorded in the 18th century, and later established itself countrywide via railway embankments. Similarly, Himalayan balsam has spread successfully along the network of canals.
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Rosebay willowherb (Chamerion angustifolium)




About the plant
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ALTERNATE LEAVES
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BRACT
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CYME



Achene A dry fruit that contains one seed and does not split.

Alien A plant that is not native to Britain or Ireland but has been introduced, either deliberately or accidentally, by man or through other means, from elsewhere.

Alternate Leaves arranged alternately on either side of the stem.

Annual A plant that germinates, flowers, fruits, sets seed and dies in one season.

Anther The part of the stamen where the cell divisions that form pollen grains occur.

Axil The angle between leaf and stem.

Basal Leaves that arise at the base of the stem.

Berry A fleshy fruit that contains several seeds.

Biennial A plant with a two-year life cycle: the seeds germinate in the first year, and flowers and fruits appear in the second.

Bract A leaf-like organ that appears immediately below a flower.

Bulb An underground storage organ consisting of a short stem and a bud enclosed in fleshy leaves.

Bulbil A small bulb-like organ that appears above ground from the leaf axil or bract.

Calyx All the sepals of a flower.

Chlorophyll Green pigment in plants, responsible for trapping sunlight to make food material.

Cleistogamous Flowers that do not open and are self-pollinating.

Compound leaf A leaf divided into several leaflets.

Corm A short vertical underground stem that acts as a storage organ for food.

Corolla All the petals of a flower.

Cultivar A variety of plant produced by selective breeding for horticultural use.

Cyme An inflorescence where a flower terminates the growth of each branch which may bear flowers on one or both sides.

Dioecious Where male and female flowers appear on separate plants.

Disc florets The central florets of a flower head that forms a disc shape, usually only in the daisy family (Asteraceae or Compositae).

Escapee Cultivated plants that have escaped into the wild.

Family A grouping of plants classified according to the similarity of their flowers and fruit and which can contain one or many genera, e.g. Ranunculaceae contains buttercups (Ranunculus) and monkshood (Aconitum).

Filament The stalk of the stamen.

Floret An individual flower of a flower head.

Flower head Where several individual flowers are held together in one group.

Form A minor variation on the normal form of a species. Variations can occur in the leaves, flowers, structure or habit of a plant.

Fruit The structure that contains the seeds, which is the fertilised ovary.

Genus (Genera) A grouping of one to many closely related species, each with similar features and denoted by the first part of the Latin name, e.g. Ranunculus repens and R. bulbosus. Genera do not usually interbreed.

Gland A usually rounded structure that appears on the surface of a plant that contains and secretes a liquid.

Habitat The natural environment where a plant grows in the wild.

Hybrid The offspring produced naturally or artificially from two genetically different plants.

Inflorescence All the flowering branches of a plant.

Introduction A non-native plant to Britain and Ireland that has been brought in from another country.

Involucre Flower bracts that form a collar around the base of a group of flowers.

Keel A sharply folded edge, like the keel of a boat, often used to describe the lower petal in flowers belonging to the pea family. Some leaves are also keeled.

Lanceolate Leaves that are almost elliptical or lance-shaped.

Latex Milky juice produced in stems and leaves of some plant families, e.g. Euphorbiaceae and Asteraceae.

Leaflet One part of a compound leaf.

Linear Leaves that are long and narrow, with parallel sides.
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DISC FLORETS




[image: Illustration]

LANCEOLATE LEAF
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LINEAR LEAF
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LIP OF COROLLA
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OPPOSITE LEAVES
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PALMATE LEAF



Lip A petal that is obviously divided from the rest of the petals, with its parts often fused together.

Lobed Leaves or petals that are divided but not entirely separated.

Midrib The central main vein of a leaf.

Monoecious Where male and female flowers appear on the same plant.

Mycorrhiza Fungae that live in association with the roots of a plant and supply nutrients and moisture.

Native A plant that occurs naturally in Britain and Ireland.

Naturalised A non-native or introduced plant that appears to grow wild.

Nectar Sugary liquid produced in the nectaries of flowers and collected by insects.

Nectary A modified petal or stamen that contains and secretes nectar.

Node Where leaves arise on a stem.

Nodule A swelling on leaves or roots. In members of the pea family they contain bacteria that ‘fix’ nitrogen from the air making it available to the plant as a nutrient.

Oblong Petals and leaves that are rectangular but with rounded ends.

Opposite leaves Leaves arranged in pairs on opposite sides of the stem.

Oval Petals and leaves with rounded ends.

Ovary The part of the female organ that contains the ovules.

Ovule The organ that contains the egg, which develops into a seed once fertilised.

Palmate Leaves that look hand-like, consisting of more than three lobes.

Panicle An inflorescence with many branches and sub-branches.

Parasite A plant that relies entirely on another plant for nutrients and moisture.

Pedicel The stalk of an individual flower.

Perianth All the petals and sepals – a term used when they cannot be differentiated from each other.

Perennial A plant that can live for more than two years and flowers each year.

Petals The parts of a flower inside the sepals; some flowers have no petals.

Petiole A leaf stalk.

Photosynthesis The chemical process by which light energy (absorbed by chlorophyll) is used to produce plant food from carbon dioxide from the air and water.

Pinnate A compound leaf where leaflets are arranged in opposite pairs and which may or may not have a leaflet at the top.

Pistil The female part of a flower.

Pollen Tiny particles produced by the anthers and containing the male gametes or pollen grains.

Pollinia A mass of pollen grains.

Raceme A spike-like inflorescence where each flower is held on its own stem.

Ray A spoke-like stalk that radiates from the stem in an umbel.
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PANICLE




[image: Illustration]

PINNATE LEAVES
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RACEME




[image: Illustration]

RAY FLORET
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SPIKE
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TRIFOLIATE LEAF



Ray floret One of the small flowers that form a ring around the disc floret.

Reflexed Petals or leaves that are bent backwards or downwards.

Rhizome An underground horizontal stem that is usually swollen and fleshy.

Rootstock The underground part of a plant, which anchors the plant to the soil and absorbs nutrients and moisture.

Rosette Leaves at the base of a plant with a flower stem arising from the centre.

Runner A horizontal stem that grows above ground and roots at the nodes and at its tip.

Sap Liquid contained in the leaves and stem.

Saprophyte A plant that contains no chlorophyll and so cannot make food materials, so lives on decaying organic matter.

Scape A flower-bearing stem with no leaves.

Semi-parasite A plant that relies partly on other plants for nutrients and moisture.

Sepal The usually green or brown outer part of the flower that protects the flower bud. Collectively known as the calyx.

Spadix A dense spike-like flower head enclosed in a large bract or spathe.

Spathe A single large, sheath-like bract that encloses the spadix in some plants.

Species The sub-divisions of a genus, which are denoted by the second part of the Latin name, e.g. Ranunculus repens and R. bulbosus. Species are similar in appearance and can interbreed.

Spike An inflorescence whose flowers are attached to the stem without stalks.

Spur A hollow tubular structure that protrudes from the flower and usually contains nectar.

Stamen The male reproductive organ of a flower, which contains the anther and filament.

Stigma The upper part of the female reproductive organ of a flower, which receives the pollen.

Stolon A creeping stem that grows above or below ground.

Style The part of the female reproductive organ of a flower that joins the stigma to the ovary.

Subspecies (abbrev. subsp.) A plant that has distinct variations from the normal form of a species by virtue of its geographical distribution and is genetically different enough to breed true, but not to be a species in its own right.

Synonym (abbrev. syn) Another name for a plant that is not generally accepted or used.

Taproot A deep-growing main root, which is often swollen and stores food.

Tendril A curled modified leaf, leaflet or stem used for support when climbing.

Tepal A perianth segment that looks similar to all the others.

Trifoliate leaf A leaf consisting of three distinct parts.

Tube The narrow, cylindrical part of the corolla or calyx.

Tuber A swollen underground stem or root where food is stored.

Umbel An umbrella-like inflorescence where the stalks radiate from one point at the tip of the stem.

Variety (abbrev. var.) A plant that differs from the normal form of a species in its botanical structure.

Whorl A cluster or ring of three or more leaves or flowers, which appear at the same level on a stem.
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Wood anemone, windflower 1

Anemone nemorosa (Ranunculaceae)

Perennial. Height Up to 30cm. Habitat Woodlands and hedgerows. Distribution All northern Europe except Faeroe Is and Iceland. Flowers March–May. In gardens Moist, well-drained soil in partial shade; woodland gardens and damp shady borders. Image size Life-size.

It is a sure sign that spring has sprung when wood anemones burst into flower, carpeting deciduous woodland with drifts of exquisite nodding white flowers. The stems grow from creeping rootstocks, and are thin and flexible. What look like petals are actually sepals. They often have a pink tinge on the back, and pink- and blue-flowered varieties are also found; each flower may have up to 70 stamens in the centre. The flowering stems have three deeply cut three-lobed leaves in a whorl, part-way up. Similar leaves, growing directly from the root on long stalks, appear after flowering.

The wood anemone’s beauty has made it popular for gardens, and there are many delightful cultivars. ‘Flore Pleno’ has white double flowers, ‘Blue Bonnet’ is deep blue and ‘Bracteata Pleniflora’ has semi-double white flowers surrounded by a leafy ruff.

Spring beauty 2

Claytonia perfoliata (syn. Montia perfoliata; Portulacaceae)

Annual or perennial. Height Up to 30cm. Habitat Wasteland. Distribution Introduced to Belgium, Britain, Ireland, France, Germany and Holland. Flowers May–July. In gardens Shady wild gardens, and as a salad crop; a weed on sandy soil. Image size Life-size.

Spring beauty is an unusual-looking plant. The dainty white flowers seem to grow from a saucer-like pair of stalkless stem leaves that are joined together at their base. They are held in a loose cluster and have two sepals and five white petals, each with a notch at the tip. The basal leaves are long-stalked, with an oval pointed blade. All the leaves are slightly succulent, or fleshy.

Barren strawberry 3

Potentilla sterilis (Rosaceae)

Perennial. Height Up to 15cm. Habitat Open woodlands, scrubland and hedges on chalky soils. Distribution All northern Europe to southern Sweden. Flowers February–May. Image size Life-size.

If you love wild strawberries, it can be a disappointment to come across a patch of the barren strawberry. At first sight it looks like a perfect imitation, with its creeping rootstock, long-stalked three-lobed leaves and white flowers, but it belongs to a different genus altogether. On closer examination, the rootstock is not the same vigorous runner produced by the wild strawberry, the leaves have a bluish-green tint, and the flowers have gaps between the petals. Instead of succulent red berries, the fruits are yellowish and never fleshy.


[image: Illustration]

1: Wood anemone, windflower; 2: Spring beauty; 3: Barren strawberry



Snowdrop 4

Galanthus nivalis (Amaryllidaceae)

Bulbous perennial. Height Up to 25cm. Habitat Woods, hedgerows, churchyards, meadows and stream-banks. Distribution Probably introduced. Naturalised throughout northern Europe as far north as southern Sweden. Flowers January–March. In gardens Moist, rich soil in partial shade. Under trees or in grass. Image size One-third life-size.

Among the best-known and best-loved wild and cultivated flowers, snowdrops are eagerly awaited every year. As the grey-green leaves and white flowers force their way through the soil, they are certain indicators that spring is on the way. Snowdrop flowers have three pure white spreading sepals, which are about twice as long as the three inner petals – which are tipped with green. Snowdrops rarely set viable seed and seem to spread mainly vegetatively; they are best planted in spring when in leaf. Two other species, Galanthus elwesii, with broader leaves, and G. plicatus, with folded leaf edges, are also easy to grow in gardens.

[image: Illustration]

Garlic mustard, Jack-by-the-hedge 5

Alliaria petiolata (Brassicaceae or Cruciferae)

Biennial. Height 20–120cm. Habitat Hedgerows, wood margins, roadsides and wasteland. Distribution All northern Europe except Faeroe Is and Iceland. Flowers April–June. Image size Half life-size.

Crush the leaves or sniff the roots and you will quickly discover why this plant is called garlic mustard: it is the only member of the cabbage family to smell of garlic. The 3–5mm flowers have four pure white petals. Long thin fruits up to 7cm long follow and in early summer, these unzip as they dry, releasing black seeds. Glossy, heart-shaped leaves with toothed edges huddle at the base of the plant in a rosette; farther up the stem they are more angular. The culinary uses of garlic mustard were first recorded in the 17th century, when it was used to flavour salt fish; today it has graduated to gourmet spring salads.

[image: Illustration]

Ramsons, wild garlic 6

Allium ursinum (Liliaceae)

Perennial. Height 45cm. Habitat Damp woodland and hedge-banks on chalky soil. Distribution All northern Europe to Denmark. Flowers April–May. Image size Life-size.

You will probably smell ramsons before you see it – the bright green elliptical leaves smell strongly of garlic, especially if crushed. Several British place names – such as Ramsholt in Suffolk and Ramsbottom in Lancashire – come from the Old English name, hramsa. Ramsons spreads prolifically and its swathes of white starry flowers, 12–20mm across in loose umbels, regularly co-star with bluebells in one of nature’s best late-spring spectacles. The bulbs are too small for culinary use, but the leaves can be used in cooking or in salads.

[image: Illustration]

Greater stitchwort 1

Stellaria holostea (Caryophyllaceae)

Perennial. Height Up to 60cm. Habitat Woodland and shady hedgerows. Distribution All northern Europe except Iceland and Faeroe Is. Flowers April–June. Image size Two-thirds life-size.

A magnet for butterflies, bees, moths and beetles, the greater stitchwort is a must for wild-flower gardens. The square stems grow tall, lanky and rather brittle, and need the support of neighbouring plants. The rough edges of the long, tapering leaves help to give it a grip. (The related wood stitchwort, S. nemorum, which colonises damp woodland, has oval leaves.) The 18–30mm flowers are in loose clusters and have five pure white deeply cleft petals, each twice as long as the stamens; they have been called ‘poor-man’s buttonhole’. The common name refers to its use in relieving a ‘stitch’. Its seed capsules burst with an audible ‘pop’.

Wood sorrel 2

Oxalis acetosella (Oxalidaceae)

Perennial. Height Up to 15cm. Habitat Woodland and hedgerows. Distribution All northern Europe.
Flowers April–June; August. In gardens Humus-rich soil in sun or partial shade; woodland gardens and shady borders. Image size Two-thirds life-size.

The familiar clover-shaped foliage, which folds up in the late afternoon, makes wood sorrel one of several contenders for the shamrock of St Patrick. The solitary flowers emerge direct from the creeping roots and have five white petals with purple or violet veins; they droop at night or in rain for protection. The spring flowers attract plenty of pollinators but produce very little seed. The main seed production comes from short-stalked flowers in high summer; these never open and are self-pollinating.

The leaves have the sharp flavour of oxalic acid – hence the botanical name (from the Greek for ‘sour’) – and were added in small quantities to spring salads. Too much oxalic acid is poisonous.

Three-cornered garlic 3

Allium triquetrum (Liliaceae)

Perennial. Height Up to 45cm. Habitat Hedgerows, woodland and wasteland. Distribution Introduced to Britain and Ireland. Flowers April–June. Image size Two-thirds life-size.

Similar to a white bluebell, the three-cornered garlic looks at first good enough to plant in the garden. But this is not recommended, because it is extremely invasive. The elongated stems and leaves are all triangular in cross-section. The drooping flower heads are one-sided, consisting of 3–15 bell-shaped flowers, with a green line down the middle of each segment. Since being introduced to Britain in the mid-1700s, the three-cornered garlic has spread widely.

White deadnettle 4

Lamium album (Lamiaceae or Labiatae)

Perennial. Height Up to 60cm. Habitat Roadsides, hedges and wasteland. Distribution All northern Europe. Flowers April–December. Image size Two-thirds life-size.

It is almost impossible to tell the white deadnettle’s leaves from those of the unrelated stinging nettle, but if the plant has large white flowers you can be sure they will not sting you. The flowers have a lobed bottom lip and hooded top lip, and have evolved to attract pollinating bees. The bottom lip acts as a landing pad for the bee, which helps itself to the nectar at the bottom of the flower tube. At the same time, it brushes against the stamens that dangle, protected by the hood, from the roof of the upper lip, and collects pollen which it carries to the next flower.

Cow parsley 5

Anthriscus sylvestris (Apiaceae or Umbelliferae)

Biennial or short-lived perennial. Height Up to 1.5m. Habitat Hedge-banks, roadsides, wood margins and wasteland. Distribution All northern Europe except Faeroe Is and Iceland. Flowers April–June. In gardens Well-drained soil in sun or partial shade; wild-flower meadows. Image size Two-thirds life-size.

The British name Queen Anne’s lace aptly suits cow parsley’s froth of small white scented flowers, which form showy ranks along verges and hedge-banks in late spring. It can be mistaken for similar-looking but poisonous relatives such as hemlock and fool’s parsley, and has been tarred with the same brush, sometimes being called Devil’s meat. Yet it is harmless, and the finely divided leaves are edible. Bur chervil (A. caucalis) is an annual species with egg-shaped seeds covered in hooks, instead of the long, smooth seeds of cow parsley.
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1: Greater stitchwort; 2: Wood sorrel; 3: Three-cornered garlic; 4: White deadnettle; 5: Cow parsley



Bogbean 6

Menyanthes trifoliata (Menyanthaceae)

Semi-aquatic perennial. Height Up to 30cm. Habitat Ponds, shallow lakes and wettest parts of fens and bogs. Distribution Scattered through most of northern Europe. Flowers May–July. In gardens Wet ordinary soil, best confined in container. Pool margins and bog gardens. Image size Half life-size.

Bogbean was named for its trifoliate bean-like leaves. Its rhizomes spread rapidly across open shallow areas of ponds or lakes, colonising large areas. The five-petalled whitish flowers are borne on spikes of up to 20 on each, opening from pink buds.

[image: Illustration]



Meadow saxifrage 1

Saxifraga granulata (Saxifragaceae)

Perennial. Height Up to 50cm. Habitat Meadows and other grassy places, and rocky habitats. Distribution Most of northern Europe except Faeroe Is and Iceland. Rare in Ireland. Flowers April–June. In gardens Well-drained but moist soil in full sun or light shade. Rock gardens or in grass. Image size Two-thirds life-size.

Come upon a clump of meadow saxifrage and you will soon realise why it was the first saxifrage to make it into gardens. The clusters of charming white flowers have five rounded petals suffused with green veins. They are held aloft on hairy, wiry stems above lobed, kidney-shaped leaves.

The plant was believed to have powerful curative properties by virtue of the tiny brown bulbils that grow in the angle between the stems and lower leaves. These were held to signify the plant’s ability to cure gallstones but, in fact, are the method it uses to propagate itself. The species continues to be cherished as a popular garden plant.

Sea campion 2

Silene uniflora (syn. S. maritima; Caryophyllaceae)

Perennial. Height Up to 30cm. Habitat Coastal shingle, rocks and cliffs; also mountains and lakesides inland. Distribution All northern Europe. Flowers June–August. In gardens Well-drained soil in sun. Coastal rock gardens. Image size Two-thirds life-size.

The low-growing sea campion straggles its way along coastal habitats forming mats of slender flowering and non-flowering stems. The 2cm flowers are similar to those of bladder campion – pure white, with deeply notched petals and a distinctive inflated calyx – but there are far fewer in each flower cluster. The grey-green lanceolate leaves are arranged in opposite pairs and are slightly fleshy, helping the plant to tolerate drying winds. The garden cultivar ‘Robin Whitebreast’ (syn. ‘Flore Pleno’) has double flowers.

Sweet woodruff 3

Galium odoratum (Rubiaceae)

Perennial. Height 45cm. Habitat Deciduous woodland on chalky soil. Distribution All northern Europe. Flowers May–June. In gardens Well-drained soil, partial shade. Woodland gardens, shady areas Image size Two-thirds life-size.

The creeping sweet woodruff is particularly abundant in beech and ash woods, where it thrives in dappled shade. The upright stems carry at their tip tiny funnel-shaped 4–7mm flowers on slender branches. They have only a faint scent, but this becomes more pronounced as the plant dries out, when it smells like new-mown hay. Like lavender, dried bunches used to be packed among linen to keep it smelling fresh and to discourage insects. Sweet woodruff is a pretty ground-cover plant for woodland gardens; in wildlife gardens it creates a haven for bees.


[image: Illustration]

1: Meadow saxifrage; 2: Sea campion; 3: Sweet woodruff



Danish scurvy grass 4

Cochlearia danica (Brassicaceae or Cruciferae)

Annual or biennial. Height Up to 25cm. Habitat Sandy, rocky coasts and road verges. Distribution All northern Europe except Iceland and Faeroe Is. Flowers January–September. Image size Life-size.

Although a classic seashore annual, Danish scurvy grass has joined a select few – including lesser sea spurrey – that have taken to the open road. Because of the large amounts of salt used on major roads in winter, some roadside verges have turned into salt turf. Danish scurvy grass has taken this opportunity to colonise areas it would never normally have reached. In other places, where salt is not used on the roads, it behaves itself and stays as a coastal plant.

It is a small plant that has four white or purplish-mauve petals. The heart-shaped basal leaves have long stalks, while the stem leaves have shorter stalks and are similar in shape to an ivy leaf. The lower leaves of English scurvy grass (C. anglica) are lobed.

[image: Illustration]

Common whitlow grass 5

Erophila verna (Brassicaceae or Cruciferae)

Annual. Height 10cm. Habitat Grassland, dunes, rocks and walls. Distribution All northern Europe except Faeroe Is. Flowers March–May. Image size Two-thirds life-size.

This diminutive plant thrives in habitats that are too inhospitable for most others, and is one of the first to bloom in early spring. The wavy stems grow from a flat rosette of spear-shaped toothed leaves, and support tiny white flowers. These have four notched petals and six deep yellow stamens. They are followed by seedpods, which contain two rows of seeds; when dry they turn opaque with an attractive pearly sheen.

[image: Illustration]

Blinks 6

Montia fontana (Portulacaceae)

Straggling annual or perennial. Height Stems up to 20cm long. Habitat Bare, usually wet lime-free habitats. Distribution All northern Europe. Flowers April–October. Image size Twice life-size.

Blinks produces tiny, insignificant white flowers on slim, branched stems which have a reddish tinge. It colonises places where the ground is regularly flooded, but these are now often drained to make way for crops. Yet it is a survivor and deserves respect as such. Its genus name commemorates Italian botanist Giuseppe Monti.

[image: Illustration]

Horseradish 1

Armoracia rusticana (Brassicaceae or Cruciferae)

Perennial. Height Up to 1.5m. Habitat Grassy habitats, and waste and cultivated land. Distribution Widely naturalised throughout northern Europe except far north. Flowers May–June. In gardens Moist, well-drained soil in full sun. Herb and vegetable gardens. Image size One-third life-size.

It is unclear when horseradish arrived in Britain and other parts of northern Europe from western Asia. However, it is thought to have been used medicinally before 1500 but not as a culinary herb until about 1750. Today its thick, white fleshy roots are grated and combined with soured cream to make a searingly hot sauce. It is a handsome plant, which escaped gardens to take root on waste ground and grassy habitats. Its large, toothed and lobed leaves grow on long stalks arising at the base of the stems; smaller leaves are arranged alternately up the flower stems and have shorter stems. The white four-petalled flowers are held in panicles but, in countries with a variable climate, there is no guarantee that plants will produce them every year.

[image: Illustration]

Three-veined sandwort 2

Moehringia trinervia (Caryophyllaceae)

Scrambling annual or short-lived perennial. Height Stems up to 40cm long. Habitat Woodland and other shady habitats on rich soil. Distribution All northern Europe except Iceland and Faeroe Is. Flowers May–July. Image size Life-size.

There are three groups of sandworts, all with undivided petals, unlike other white-flowered members of the family (such as pinks and carnations). One sandwort group has narrow leaves, the second short oval leaves, while three-veined sandwort has leaves that are oval, pointed, and with three prominent veins. The solitary flowers have five pointed sepals, which are longer than the five white petals. The round fruits shed seeds through six to eight valves.

[image: Illustration]

Wild strawberry 3

Fragaria vesca (Rosaceae)

Spreading perennial. Height 25cm. Habitat Dry grassland, woodland, hedgerows and roadsides. Distribution All northern Europe except Faeroe Is. Flowers April–July. In gardens Moist, well-drained soil, full sun or dappled shade. Herb gardens, containers, hanging baskets. Image size Two-thirds life-size.

Pure white 12–18mm flowers with bright yellow stamens precede the tiny red fruits, which dangle on long stems from the nodes of deeply toothed leaves. Wild strawberries were immortalised as symbols of eroticism
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