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Wild Flowers
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Contents key

The species in this book fall roughly into 21 different flower shapes. You should be able to match the flower shape of the species you are trying to identify to one of the drawings below, to find out to which family it belongs. Once you have looked up the right family section, you should be able to find your species. Some flower shapes are distinctive and characteristic of one family only. Others, e.g. regular flowers with 5 petals, appear in several families, and the key will direct you to all of these. The family name and a sketch of the flower shape appear at the top of each species entry page.
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Introduction



This book will help you identify the most common wildflowers of Britain and Ireland. There are about 1600 species of wildflower in these islands. The 288 in this book are those most likely to be seen during a walk in the countryside, be it on the coast or in the mountains, woodlands, hedgerows, fields or wetlands. All those terms printed in bold in the species entries will be explained in this introduction.

WHAT IS A WILDFLOWER?

Wildflowers are those flowers which grow naturally in the countryside. Many are native – they form part of the original flora and have not been introduced by people. Others have been introduced either deliberately or via gardens (garden escapes) or farms. Many cultivated plants grown for food or medicine are descended from ancestors which still grow wild today (e.g. Wild Carrot, p.119). Some wildflowers are called ‘weeds’ simply when they grow where they are not wanted, usually in gardens or fields. They can be very pretty.

THE FLOWER

A typical flower has a ring of petals which make up the corolla. Often brightly coloured, they give the flower its main colour. Some species have a tube-like extension or spur at the back of the flower. Below the petals is another ring or calyx of petal-like sepals which protect the flower when it is in bud. Although usually green or brown, some sepals are brightly coloured. Outside the sepals there may be special leaves or bracts which also protect the flower.

At the centre of a flower there is usually a tall column or style, topped by the sometimes feathery stigma – this is the female part and is where the pollen (the male reproductive cells) from a male flower lands during pollination (the first stage in reproduction). The male parts are the stamens which each consist of a tall, thin stalk or filament, with an enlarged part called the anther at the top containing the pollen. Not all flowers are both male and female, some are single sex only.
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Parts of a flower
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A shoot may have a single flower at its tip, but more often there are several flowers arranged in a number of different ways. If the group of flowers is tightly packed, it may be called a flowerhead. Sometimes (see Daisy Family) the flowerhead may look like a single flower, but is actually made up of many tiny flowers or florets which which may look like the single petal of a normal flower. These petal-like florets are ray florets, those florets at the centre of the Daisy flower are tube or disc florets. A spike is a flowerhead in which all the flowers are attached to a single column. The flowers of the Carrot Family (umbellifers) grow in an arrangement known as an umbel – many flowers arise from the same point on the stalk, to form a flat-topped umbrella shape. In Lords-and-ladies (p.252), each ‘flower’ is in fact the central rod (extended stem) or spadix, enclosed by a translucent hood or spathe. The actual flowers are tiny and grow at the base of the spadix.

THE STEM

The stem is the main above-ground part of a plant, and normally grows upwards. There are many different kinds of stem. Rhizomes are underground stems. Runners grow horizontally above or below the ground and develop small roots and new plants at their tips. Some parts of the stem or leaf may develop tendrils, which aid climbing plants. Bulbs are undergound stems, with compressed, fleshy leaves, from which flowers such as Daffodils grow up quickly in the spring. Bulbils are like tiny bulbs which fall off the parent plant, and grow into new plants the next season. Some species, such as many thistles, have stems which are flattened at the edges (winged stems).

THE LEAF

Leaves grow out from the sides of the plant, from thickened parts of the stem called nodes. They may grow opposite each other, or be alternate up the stem. When several leaves grow round the stem at each node, they are described as whorled or in whorls. Leaves growing at the bottom of the stem are called base or basal leaves. When these all spread from the centre they are known as a rosette. Those higher up are called stem leaves. The angle where the leaf stem joins the main stem is called the axil. Bracts are leaves growing close to a flower or flowerhead and protecting it. Sometimes leaf-like stipules grow at the base of a leafstalk.


A leaf consists of the leafstalk or petiole, and the blade which has a number of veins, including a central vein or midrib. Simple leaves have an undivided blade, while compound leaves are made up of separate leaflets. When these grow from the same point, like the fingers of a hand, the leaf is described as palmate. When they grow along either side, the leaf is pinnate.

Leaves can be a number of different shapes, including: linear (long and narrow), lanceolate (tapering like the blade of a lance), oval, oblong, triangular, spoon-shaped, kidney-shaped, heart-shaped, trifoliate (like a clover leaf), spear-shaped, arrow-shaped. Leaves may have smooth edges, or they may be toothed or lobed.

THE FRUIT

The fruit develops in the flower after pollination, and protects the seeds until they are ripe. There are many different fruit types: some are fleshy and edible, and eaten by birds and other animals; others are hooked and cling to fur or clothing; and others are pods or capsules which release seeds when dry.

DANGER AND CONSERVATION

Although culinary and medicinal uses of plants are given in this book, many species are poisonous (some, e.g. Hemlock, very poisonous), including many used in herbal medicine. Do not eat any wild plant or prepare and use your own natural medicines. Do not pick or uproot any wild flower – many are rare and specially protected. No wildflower may be uprooted without permission.


HOW TO IDENTIFY WILDFLOWERS

If you know the name of a wildflower you can simply look it up in the index of common names at the back of the book. Closely related flowers belong to the same family. If you cannot identify a flower, but think it is related to one you do recognise, then look up the one you know and look through the species in its family (the family name appears at the top of each page). It is likely that your new find will be in that section. If you have no idea what your flower is, use the symbols in the contents pages to decide what kind of flower shape it has. Then look through the families which contain flowers of that shape. The flower shape of each species appears at the top of each species entry page. Many families have a distinctive flower shape (e.g. the Bindweed Family). Others (e.g. the Daisy Family) contain species with different flower shapes, and thus have more than one characteristic shape.

FLOWER NAMES

The common (English) names of flowers vary, but for most there is a recommended name which we have used. Well-known alternatives are also listed. Many names are very old and derived from traditional medicinal or culinary uses of the plant. Where these origins are known, we have given them. Every species also has a unique scientific (Latin) name, which is unvarying and international. It is always italicised and in two parts (binomial): the genus name is written first, with an initial capital letter, followed by the specific name eg Viola lutea. (Each family contains one or more genera (singular: genus), a genus being a group of similar species.)


SPECIES ENTRIES

The first paragraph provides a general description of the plant (climber, shrub, etc.), with notes on the size, colour and shape of its leaves and flowers. For most flowers the width of the open flower is given (e.g. 8 mm across), but for long, narrower flowers, the length is given (e.g. 8 mm long). Flower colour on its own is not a good guide to identification – many species share colour, and it may vary within a species or with the season. Leaf shapes vary but they can aid identification, when combined with other features.

 







	
SIZE

	
is the average height of the plant. Most grow upright, but some creep along the ground or climb on other plants, in which case the length of the spreading plant is given.


	
HABITAT

	
notes the main type of country where the species grows. Many are typically found in a particular habitat – e.g. marsh. This information may help confirm identification.


	
RANGE

	
gives the area in which the species might be found. Some, for example, only grow in warmer sites in the south, while others are restricted to mountains of the north and west.


	
FLOWERS

	
is when to see the species in flower. This aids identification, as similar species may have different flowering periods.


	
SIMILAR SPECIES

	
are those common species which might easily be confused with the main species described.












BUTTERCUP FAMILY



Marsh Marigold

Calitha palustris



Also known as Kingcup. A large buttercup with big, glossy, deep-green, kidney-shaped leaves. The bright yellow flowers look like giant buttercups and appear in spring and early summer. They are bigger than those of other buttercups, up to 5 cm across when fully opened. Clumps of Marsh Marigolds tend to hug the banks of streams. In late summer produces claw-shaped seed pods.



SIZE To 50 cm.



HABITAT Grows alongside ditches and streams. Also in marshes and wet woods.



RANGE Throughout Britain and Ireland, up to 1000 m.



FLOWERS March–July
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Wood Anemone

Anemone nemorosa



One of our prettiest early spring woodland flowers. Large patches of the woodland floor are sometimes carpeted with this species. It has star-like, 6-petalled white or pinkish flowers set against dark green, three-lobed leaves. The flowers are about 4 cm across.



SIZE To 30 cm.



HABITAT Mainly deciduous woodland. Also hedges and shaded banks.



RANGE Throughout, but very local in S Ireland.



FLOWERS March–May
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BUTTERCUP FAMILY



Traveller’s Joy

Clematis vitalba
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Also known as Old Man’s Beard because of its white feathery fruits. Climbs and twines up trees and in hedges. Develops small, creamy-coloured, fragrant flowers, about 2 cm across, which grow in clusters. The leaves usually have five leaflets. The downy fruits develop in September and October. Each fruit or achene has a feather-like style attached.



SIZE Stems to 30 m



HABITAT Mainly on calcareous soils, often in the shade of trees and thick hedges, and along the margins of woods.



RANGE Common, but only in southern England, south of the Mersey-Humber line, and in Wales.



FLOWERS July–August








BUTTERCUP FAMILY



Meadow Buttercup

Ranunculus acris
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Tallest of the three common buttercups (see also Creeping Buttercup p.17 and Bulbous Buttercup p.18). The sepals are cupped around the bright yellow flowers which are 18–25 mm across. Unlike those of the other two buttercups, the flower-stalks are not furrowed. The leaves are lobed and hairy.



SIZE To 1 m



HABITAT Damp meadows and pastures. Also found on rocks and ledges in mountains.



RANGE Common throughout



FLOWERS June–July






Creeping Buttercup

Ranunculus repens

Creeps through grasses by means of long shoots or runners. Roots grow from these runners and form new plants which grow in large, often circular, patches. The flowers are 2–3 cm across. The sepals encircle the petals and the flower-stalks are furrowed. The leaves are lobed and hairy.
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SIZE To 60 cm



HABITAT Damp and wet meadows and pastures. Also wet woods, sand dunes and roadsides. Survives mowing, and therefore common on lawns.



RANGE Common throughout



FLOWERS May–August






Bulbous Buttercup

Ranunculus bulbosus

The common name refers to the swollen base of the stem. The plant is best identified by the sepals, which turn back from the flower, along the stems. The flowers are 2–3 cm across and the flower stalks are furrowed. The leaves are lobed and usually hairy.



SIZE To 45 cm



HABITAT Likes pastures, but avoids damp conditions. Prefers lime-rich soils.



RANGE Common throughout England and much of Wales; scattered in Scotland and Ireland.



FLOWERS May–June
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Lesser Celandine

Ranunculus ficaria
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Has bright yellow flowers, 2–3 cm across, each with 8–12 narrow petals and three sepals. Flowers fade with age to a creamy white colour. The leaves are rounded and glossy. An ointment for treating piles can be made from the fresh plant, so it is sometimes also called Pilewort.



SIZE To 25 cm



HABITAT Native woodland and grassland. Also grows alongside streams and as a garden weed.



RANGE Common throughout, but more scattered in S Ireland.



FLOWERS March–May






Common Meadow-rue

Thalictrum flavum


Tall plant with fluffy clusters (about 10 cm across) of tiny yellowish flowers. The yellow colour comes from the long stamens which are the most distinctive part of the flowers. The stems are rather firm and furrowed and the leaves divided. Could be confused with Meadowsweet (p.87) when seen from a distance.
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SIZE To 1 m



HABITAT Wet meadows, marshes and fens. Also river banks.



RANGE Scattered in most of England except extreme SW; rarer in Wales and Ireland; virtually unknown in Scotland.



FLOWERS July–August








WATER-LILY FAMILY



White Water-lily

Nymphaea alba
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The largest and most showy of waterplants, with big, floating white flowers each with about 20 petals, and up to about 20 cm across. The floating leaves are round in outline, with a deep split almost to the centre, and there are no specialized underwater leaves.



SIZE Leaves are up to 30 cm across



HABITAT Lakes and ponds



RANGE Scattered throughout



FLOWERS July–August





Yellow Water-lily

Nuphar lutea



Unlike White Water-lilies (p.21), these flowers stand up on stalks clear of the water surface. The yellow flowers are about 5 cm across and later develop into bottle-shaped fruit capsules (hence the alternative name ‘Brandy-bottle’). The plant has oval-shaped floating leaves and lettuce-like underwater leaves.



SIZE Leaves are up to 30 cm long



HABITAT Lakes, ponds and slow streams



RANGE Scattered throughout, but commonest in S.



FLOWERS June–August
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